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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Introduction
     This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers using the search terms ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’. The two studies chosen for this paper are Shoshanah Feher, ‘Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and its Constituency’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 31, No. 1 (1992), pp. 88-93, and of Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology and Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 15, No. 2 (1976), pp. 157-168. Neither paper defined these terms but according to Curry, Astrology is defined as “the set of theories and practices interpreting the positions of the heavenly bodies in terms of human and terrestrial implications’. [footnoteRef:1] And, Eagleton defines culture as ‘both a descriptive and evaluative term, meaning what has actually evolved as well as what ought to’. [footnoteRef:2] This essay will compare and contrast these two papers via the following themes: the author’s attitudes toward who is doing astrology, the cultural characteristics each author chose for surveying the backgrounds of their participants, and how these two authors approached the issue of marginality amongst those who are interested in astrology.  [1:  Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology’ in The Oxford Companion to the History of Modern Science, ed. By J.L. Heilbron (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 1.]  [2:  Terry Eagleton, ‘Versions of Culture’, in The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 5.] 

Attitude toward Astrology
     This theme will contrast the differences in both author’s attitudes toward astrology. Feher’s interest was to pursue an exploratory study and he explained, ‘I took the opportunity to see how well the ideas of the aforementioned scholars fit my sample of astrology adherents’.[footnoteRef:3] In contrast, Wuthnow began with a biased attitude that those who were interested in astrology were disenfranchised in some way or in a state of stress.[footnoteRef:4] He stated,  [3:  Feher, Shoshanah, ‘Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and its Constituency’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. 31 (1992), p. 88.]  [4:  Wuthnow, Robert, ‘Astrology and Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. 15 (1976), p. 162.
] 

Implicit in our analysis thus far has been the assumption that marginal persons tend to be dissatisfied with their lot and therefore resort to astrology as a means of coping with or escaping their frustrations.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 162] 

Wuthnow assumed that marginalized people were both dissatisfied with their lives and used astrology to cope. 
     On the other hand, Feher viewed his study as both an opportunity for discovery and a chance to find a place for his research in the existing field. His attitude was open and left room for both previous and current results in regards to the way one thinks about those who have interest in astrology.[footnoteRef:6] Wuthnow further demonstrated his attitude toward astrology by stating, ‘Serious commitment to astrology, as might be expected, is much less prevalent than casual interest’.[footnoteRef:7]  Overall, he reports two expectations: that astrology is used as a way for the marginalized to cope and/or escape their conditions and that serious interest in astrology would not be found in his study. Feher, in contrast, surveyed only those who had a serious enough interest in astrology to attend a conference on the subject. In summary, Wuthnow’s attitude toward astrology was negative while Feher didn’t directly report negative attitudes nor expectations.  [6:  Feher, Constituency, p. 88.
]  [7:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 158
] 

     Feher suggested a conceptualization of interest amongst astrology adherents that took into consideration those who were not actively interested in astrology as well as those who were.[footnoteRef:8] By contrast, Wuthnow did not consider a continuum as his results did not show a serious level of interest in astrology. However, he did indicate that he was in favour of further exploring the occult due to the high number of participants who reported some interest in astrology.[footnoteRef:9] In summary, the evidence suggests that while Feher had a more neutral attitude about astrology and his results, Wuthnow had a more biased and negative attitude toward the possible explanations of why someone would be interested in astrology.  [8:  Feher, Constituency, p. 92.
]  [9:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 167.
] 

Approach to Cultural Background of Participants
     This theme will compare and contrast the characteristics each author chose for surveying the backgrounds of their participants. Eagleton states, ‘Culture is said to be one of the two or three most complex words in the English language’.[footnoteRef:10] The title of Eagleton’s chapter, ‘Versions of Culture’, suggests various experiences or definitions of the word. Additionally, Greene states that astrology “must be viewed within a specific religious, philosophical, social and political background, and, equally importantly, from the perspective of individual practitioners working within a particular milieu’[footnoteRef:11] This suggests that the background of participants in these studies is important. Both Futhnow and Feher treated the background of their participants similarly but they also had marked differences which, in turn, created two distinct data sets in reference to cultural background. In addition, they both chose different sample populations. Wuthnow chose a sample of random participants from San Francisco in 1973.[footnoteRef:12] Feher chose a sample of those who attended an astrological conference in 1989.[footnoteRef:13] While some of the characteristics for cultural background are found in both studies, there are a few that that do not overlap.  [10:  Eagleton, Culture, p. 1.
]  [11:  Liz Greene, ‘Is Astrology a Divinatory System?’, Culture and Cosmos. 12 (2008) 3-29.
]  [12:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 158.
]  [13:  Feher, Constituency, p. 2.
] 

     Both authors looked at gender, marital status, ethnicity, and education.[footnoteRef:14] Only Feher looked at personal income, political views, children, and religious identification. In contrast, only Wuthnow looked at church attendance, work status and weight. Wuthnow stated that he expected that those with interest in astrology would also have issues with their weight.[footnoteRef:15] He chose to study weight in relationship to interest in marginality because he believed that issues with weight may lead to a marginalized life experience. On the other hand, Feher focused more on internal dispositions such as political views and religiosity.[footnoteRef:16] Both authors shared similar cultural markers in their studies but also had some differences. In summary, only Feher included political views, personal income, children and religion while only Wuthnow included church attendance, work status, and weight.  [14:  Feher, Constituency, p.90; Wuthnow, Marginality, p.161.
]  [15:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 162.
]  [16:  Feher, Constituency, p. 90.
] 

Investigation of Marginality 
     This theme will compare the way both authors addressed potential issues of marginality in those interested in astrology. Wuthnow created an index to measure marginality where each respondent was given one point for the characteristics that he believed created a socially marginalized life experience.[footnoteRef:17] Feher used Wuthnow’s index of marginality on his own data set in order to contrast their results.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 164.
]  [18:  Feher, Constituency, p.91.
] 

     Wuthnow also explored two possible explanations that have been previously studied in regards to marginalized experiences affecting interest in astrology.[footnoteRef:19] One explanation was that the counterculture of young people were in search of a thought system that was personally meaningful as they felt disappointed with more scientific schools of thought.[footnoteRef:20] The other explanation Wuthnow investigated was whether or not astrology was used as a coping tool for those who were socially marginalized.[footnoteRef:21] In addition, he posed the question, ‘Does astrology function as a surrogate for more conventional forms of religion?’[footnoteRef:22] He looked both at past explanations and asked a new question. In contrast, Feher does not propose initial explanations and treats the study as purely exploratory.  [19:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 157.
]  [20:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 157.
]  [21:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 157.
]  [22:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 157.
] 

     Whereas Wuthnow’s participants scored highly on the index of marginality, Feher’s participants showed the opposite.[footnoteRef:23] Wuthnow does not comment on serious interest in astrology whereas Feher suggested a continuum of marginality where ‘The socially marginal are likely to be involved in astrology as a leisure interest, whereas those at the other end of the continuum are actively interested’.[footnoteRef:24] Feher had reason to believe, based on his results, that marginality was a continuum while Wuthnow, based on his results, believed issues of marginality and non-conventionality to be the cause of interest in astrology. Feher pointed out that in a random sample, socially marginalized people may be passively interested in astrology, but in a sample of people who are serious about astrology, there may be more active interest amongst the socially privileged.[footnoteRef:25] Feher had the opportunity to compare his results with Wuthnow’s and come to various conclusions whereas Wuthnow did not make any direct comparisons with previous studies and instead, focused on popular explanations of astrology at that time. [23:  Wuthnow, Marginality, p. 164; Feher, Constituency, p. 91.
]  [24:  Feher, Constituency, p. 92.
]  [25:  Feher, Constituency, p. 92.] 



Conclusion
     This essay compared and contrasted Shoshanah Feher, ‘Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and its Constituency’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 31, No. 1 (1992), pp. 88-93, and of Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology and Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 15, No. 2 (1976), pp. 157-168. Each shared the subject matter of ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture.’ This paper considered these two papers via the themes of attitude toward astrology, approach to cultural background of participants, and investigation of marginality. Investigating the evidence, this essay found that the authors differed in respect to their attitudes toward who is doing astrology and their approach to issues of marginality in those interested in astrology. Both authors shared similarities in their chosen characteristics for the background of their participants while also showing some differences.  
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