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Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search terms ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’. 
According to Curry, P. “astrology is the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth and the tradition that has thus been generated.” The practice of corresponding what is above with was is below comes from the very act of observing the sky and the cultural traditions associated with it. According to Eagleton, T., these are activities that shape the world we observe. “If we are cultural beings, we are also part of the nature on which we go to work.” Within this context, culture is not independent of the environment in which the individual lives in. And so, the observation of the sky not only brings the opportunity for contemplation but also the opportunity for a participatory and reciprocal experience in the world where human shapes nature and nature shapes human, and within so, human shapes culture and culture shapes human. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Curry, P. ‘Astrology’, in Boyd, Kelly (ed.) ‘The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing’. 2 Vols. London: Fitzroy Dearborn (1999), Vol. 1, pp. 55; Eagleton, T. ‘The idea of Culture’ Blackwell Publishers Ltd., (2000), pp.1-31] 


The two papers chosen for this essay are:
· Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W., 'Scientists look at Astrology'. The Scientific Monthly, vol.52, No.3 (Mar., 1941), pp. 233-244
· Lapp, J.C., 'Attitudes toward Astrology: Rabelais, Montaigne, and Pontus de Tyard'. PMLA, Vol.64, No.3 (Jun., 1949), pp. 530-548

Both papers were written during the Modernism philosophical and cultural movement, characterised by Singal, D.J. as the “dominant culture of the twentieth century America”, attempting to construct a coherent world view shaped by rationalism. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Singal, D.J. ‘Towards a definition of American Modernism’. American Quarterly, Vol.39, No.1, Special Issue: Modernist Culture in America (Spring, 1987), pp. 7-26] 

The idea of rationalism is later challenged by the Post Modernism movement with scholars such as Richmond, S. stating that it is “logically impossible for a comprehensively critical rationalist to be rational about his rationalism”; however it is important to note that at the core of the Modernism movement, science had a very significant role in shaping the culture. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Richmond, S. ‘Can a rationalist be rational about his rationalism?’ Philosophy, Vol.46, No.175 (Jan., 1971), pp. 54-55] 

The comparison and contrast of the two JSTOR papers will be done via 3 themes as follows:

1. Approach to Astrology
2. Scientific Validation of Astrology
3. Superstition and Divination

1 - Approach to Astrology

Both papers introduce and discuss astrology as a practice.
Bok, B. J. and Mayall, M.W. discuss in their paper the problematic of astrology with a biased point of view against the practice. The paper includes outcomes such as a list of “distinguished offenders”, in an attempt to enforce the US law against astrology but without presenting any evidence for their claims. Considering that the authors claim that astrology can’t prove that the stars influence humans, this committee and despite all the attempts to use reason as a guide, was not able to prove that the stars do not influence humans either. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W., 'Scientists look at Astrology'. The Scientific Monthly, vol.52, No.3 (Mar., 1941), pp. 233-244] 

Lapp, J. C. has a very different approach to the problematic of astrology and analyses from a cultural perspective three French authors - Rabelais, Montaigne and Pontus de Tyard, who were challenging astrology as a practice during the Renaissance. This was a time when judicial astrology was widely accepted culturally and any opinion against astrology was somehow powerless. Lapp, J. C. weaves in the various perspectives from these important literary figures of the time and discusses how Rabelais approached the difference between astrology as a practice and astrology as an activity carried out by a practitioner. He also discusses how the unknown gives space for imposture, revealing how Montaigne compared astrologers with doctors in regard to the uncertainty of results. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Lapp, J.C., 'Attitudes toward Astrology: Rabelais, Montaigne, and Pontus de Tyard'. PMLA, Vol.64, No.3 (Jun., 1949), pp. 530-548] 

With Pontus, whose opposition to astrology is according to Lapp, J. C. more preeminent, there is a great defence of free will in his dialectic and so, once humans are seen as responsible for their own destiny, there is in fact an opportunity to approach astrology differently centring the focus and subject of analysis on the practitioner. When looking at astrology as a cultural phenomenon, the astrologer can’t be disassociated from it, because humans are cultural beings and part of the nature in which they work.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Eagleton, T. ‘The idea of Culture’ Blackwell Publishers Ltd., (2000), pp.1-31; Lapp, J.C., 'Attitudes toward Astrology: Rabelais, Montaigne, and Pontus de Tyard'. PMLA, Vol.64, No.3 (Jun., 1949), pp. 530-5] 





2 – Scientific Validation of Astrology

Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W. claim that scientists would only be able to consider “astrology as a legitimate field of scientific enquiry if astrologers could claim that its basic rules had been established through a rigorous study of correlations”. That implies a study of statistical nature which may not be considered outside of this scientific committee as the best method, but the method was not questioned or discussed by the authors. The committee is assuming their authority in the field as the only voice that needs to be taken into consideration to reach a conclusion with regards to astrology using arguments against astrology such as the procession of equinoxes. The paper also includes, in the end, a statement from psychologists adding that human fate rests in humans and not in the stars. Still, no methodology was discussed, and no offer was made with regards to what human fate actually means and how it is related or not with the idea of free will. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W., 'Scientists look at Astrology'. The Scientific Monthly, vol.52, No.3 (Mar., 1941), pp. 233-244] 

Montaigne in Lapp, J. C., critiques social dogma and the tendency for the human reason being too quick to jump at conclusions. The fact that he does not refuse the astrological practice is not a proof that Montaigne believed in the power of stars, but most importantly than that, is the fact that he did not reject that idea either. This is a different concept for analysis and validation than what we find in Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W., when stating that astrology has harmed science and did not make any contributions to the scientific knowledge.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Lapp, J.C., 'Attitudes toward Astrology: Rabelais, Montaigne, and Pontus de Tyard'. PMLA, Vol.64, No.3 (Jun., 1949), pp. 530-548; Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W., 'Scientists look at Astrology'. The Scientific Monthly, vol.52, No.3 (Mar., 1941), pp. 233-244] 

The idea that to dispose a whole field of study is a destructive approach is vividly discussed by Neugebauer, O. when he affirms that the transmission of ideas is one of the most important aspects to take into consideration in the history of science. He also adds the importance of analysing texts and evidences for what they are, avoiding biased opinions on the subject areas being analysed.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Neugebauer, O. ‘The study of Wretched Subjects.’ Isis 42, no.2 (1951): 111.] 






3 – Superstition and Divination

Montaigne in Lapp, J. C. deals directly with the concept of superstition and “makes no distinction between judicial and natural astrology”. The author states his disbelief in the human capacity for divination and just as Rabelais, Montaigne also classifies astrology and medicine as divinatory practices, stating that in the same way that an astrologer guesses the future by coincidence, a doctor cures a sick person by chance. Pontus in Lapp, J. C. supports the concept, “by asserting that human destiny is the plaything of chance”, and therefore predictions that become real are just a coincidence. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Lapp, J.C., 'Attitudes toward Astrology: Rabelais, Montaigne, and Pontus de Tyard'. PMLA, Vol.64, No.3 (Jun., 1949), pp. 530-548] 

Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W defines astrological divination as a scheme used by astrologers and introduces in the paper the US laws that existed to protect the population against the practice of astrology. This paper takes a radical approach with regards to astrology by looking at all newspapers at the time that had horoscopes and classifying those newspapers as legal offenders. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bok, B. J. and Mayall M.W., 'Scientists look at Astrology'. The Scientific Monthly, vol.52, No.3 (Mar., 1941), pp. 233-244] 






Conclusion

This essay compared and contrasted two papers that each shared the subject matter of ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’. The paper considered these two papers via the themes of, Approach to Astrology, Scientific Validation of Astrology, and Superstition and Divination.
In investigating the evidence, this essay found that in the mid-twentieth century astrology was challenged by scholars within the modernism cultural movement and these two papers are an example of that. Still, they have important differences in the way they approach the subject area.
Bok, B. J. and Mayall, M.W paper is biased and aims to validate or invalidate astrology as a science but does not introduce any conclusive evidence with regards to the validity or invalidity of astrology because it does not discuss a methodology. The authors state that astrology needs to be validated statistically considering that as the only available way to validate the subject area. Then, they look at superstition and divination from a legal standpoint classifying the newspapers that published horoscopes as legal offenders but offering no correlation between that exercise and the paper purpose of validating astrology as a science.
Lapp, J. C. paper compares and contrasts 3 French authors - Rabelais, Montaigne and Pontus de Tyard, who were challenging astrology as a practice during the Renaissance period. The main ideas include the importance of the astrologer within the practice of astrology and the idea of free will where humans are seen as responsible for their own destiny despite the information that results of their engagement with an astrologer. In Lapp, J. C. there is no refusal of the idea that the stars can influence human behaviour and there is no discussion centred in validating astrology as a science. The paper concludes that divination used by astrologers when practising astrology is a play of chance sustained by superstition. 
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