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HPCA7015: Essay One

Luke Collin

A critical comparison of two secondary sources

Introduction
The subject of Astrology has been the topic of ridicule and scepticism throughout history and has undergone numerous rebirths and transformations along the way. This essay will demonstrate how exactly these took place by undertaking a critical comparison of two secondary sources that focus on the condition of astrology in two different periods of time, namely the 12th and 17th centuries. The sources chosen for this purpose are 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.' by Michelle Pfeffer and 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.'  By Roger French. This essay will begin with the former followed by the latter and afterwards, a discussion will take place comparing the information found within both sources. Lastly, the essay will be concluded by summarsing what has been found. 
Marginalization of Astrology
The article by Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World' focusses on the overall condition of astrology in the 17th century and draws upon the earlier work of Vermij and Hirai, ‘The Marginalization of Astrology’[footnoteRef:1] from 2017. Pfeffer begins by introducing Carlos de Siguenza y Gongora (1645-1700), a university professor of Astrology and Mathematics. Pfeffer uses him to demonstrate how astrology was viewed during this period. Siguenza had access to the latest technology and information of astrology, yet he found that he could not make accurate predictions and thus lead to disenchantment[footnoteRef:2]. It is apparent that he became critical of astrology leading Pfeffer to discuss the factors that caused the marginalisation of astrology in the 17th century. One widely accepted reason was due to political attitude, for example, being able to predict the death or illness of someone important would generate unpopularity from those in power[footnoteRef:3]. It is apparent that in universities, there was two types of astrology taught, natural, which was tied to the natural sciences such as medicine[footnoteRef:4] and Judicial that focusses on the celestial influences on human fate[footnoteRef:5]. It was the latter that King James VI disliked, as he claimed it was demonic and blasphemous[footnoteRef:6].  [1:  Rienk Vermij and Hiro Hirai, ‘The Marginalization of Astrology’, in Early Science and Medicine, vol.22 (5/6), (Leiden: Brill Publications, 2017), pp.405-409.]  [2:  Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World' in The Historical Journal, vol.66 (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2023).p.1154]  [3:  Monica Azzolini, ‘The political uses of astrology: predicting the illness and death of princes, kings and popes in the Italian Renaissance’, Studies in the History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Sciences, vol.41 (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh, 2010), pp.135-145.]  [4:  Don Cameron Allen, Star-crossed Renaissance, (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1941), p.148.]  [5:  Dorit Malz, ‘Astrology in the Renaissance’, in Marco Sgarbi (eds) Encyclopaedia of Renaissance Philosophy (New York: Springer Publishing, 2019).]  [6:  Jane Riddler-Patrick, ‘The Marginalization of Astrology in Seventeenth-Century Scotland’, in Early Science and Medicine vol.22, no.5/6 (Leiden: Brill Publishers, 2017), p.470.] 

Another reason for the subject’s marginalisation, according to Pfeffer, was scientific advancements and their relationship to the education system[footnoteRef:7]. During this period there were new medical developments such as Physiology[footnoteRef:8]. Medicine was connected to astrology and was taught at university level in Southern Europe since the 12th century[footnoteRef:9] and arguably around the 13th century in the northern parts[footnoteRef:10]. However, current advancements led scientists such as Paracelsus to reject the four humors[footnoteRef:11] that were once a fundamental principal of the medical astrologer[footnoteRef:12]. Pfeffer speculates whether Paracelsianism much like Helmontianism, contributed to astrology’s marginalisation[footnoteRef:13], however according to Moran, Paracelsus himself believed that the study of Astronomy was a pillar that supported medicine[footnoteRef:14]. Astrological medicine may not have been studied in the universities going into the 18th century, but the subject was still studied and practiced outside of the educational establishment[footnoteRef:15].  [7:  Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World' in The Historical Journal, vol.66 (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2023).p.1155.]  [8:  Jacalyn Duffin, History of Medicine: A Scandalously Short Introduction, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), p.30.]  [9:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, Isis, Vol.84, No.3 (University of Chicago Press: 1996), p.457.]  [10:  Lauren Kassell, ‘Casebooks in Early Modern England: Medicine, Astrology, and Written Records’, in Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Winter edition, 88 (4), (Johns Hopkins University: Hopkins Press, 2014), pp.595-625.]  [11:  Hope Javier, ‘The Four Humours Theory’, in ESAI, vol.12, (21), (United States: College of DuPage Digital Press, 2014), p.74.]  [12:  Oscar Hofman, Classical Medical Astrology: Healing with the Elements, (Bournemouth: The Wessex Astrologer, 2009),p.4]  [13:  Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World' in The Historical Journal, vol.66 (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2023).p.1163.]  [14:  Bruce, T. Moran, ‘Paracelsianism’, in Glenn A. Magee (eds). The Cambridge Handbook of Western Mysticism and Esotericism, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp.156-170.]  [15:  Hugh G. Dick, ‘Students of physick and astrology: a survey of astrological medicine in the age of science’, in Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, vol.1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1946) pp.300-315.] 

New developments also tested astronomy with the promotion of heliocentrism. It is generally believed that the rise of heliocentric astronomy was a nail in the coffin of astrology[footnoteRef:16], but this cannot be further from the truth. Kepler was a prominent figure in the proposition of the heliocentric system and had discovered that planets had elliptical orbits[footnoteRef:17]. However, Kepler was also a practising astrologer that created new aspects and his own almanac[footnoteRef:18]. He hoped to reform existing astrology rather than destroy it. In fact, many heliocentric proposers such as Galileo and Brahe were also practitioners of astrology[footnoteRef:19] which debunks the notion that heliocentrism would be a factor in astrology’s marginalisation. Prior to the 17th century astrology and astronomy were taught interchangeably[footnoteRef:20], nevertheless in this period, universities saw the erasure of astrology from astronomy making it a separate subject entirely[footnoteRef:21]. What took place was an educational revolution[footnoteRef:22] however that said, astrology was still studied at a university level in Lisbon in 1702[footnoteRef:23] and taught at an elite Jesuit college of San Antao in the late 18th century[footnoteRef:24], thus showing a prolonged marginalisation. [16:  Wade Rowland, Galileo’s Mistake: A New Look At the Epic Confrontation Between Galileo and the Church, (New York: Arcade Publishing), p.39.]  [17:  Robert S. Westman, Astronomical work of Johannes Kepler (2024) https://www.britannica.com/biography/Johannes-Kepler#:~:text=Johannes%20Kepler%20is%20best%20known,equal%20areas%20in%20equal%20times. [accessed 22nd October 2024].]  [18:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, (London: Continium Books, 2009). Pp.151-157.]  [19:  Wade Rowland, Galileo’s Mistake: A New Look At the Epic Confrontation Between Galileo and the Church, (New York: Arcade Publishing), p.39.]  [20:  Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World' in The Historical Journal, vol.66 (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2023). p.1163.]  [21:  Rienk Vermij, ‘Marginalisation of astrology among Dutch astronomers in the first half of the 17th century’, in History of Science, 52 (London: SAGE Publications, 2014), pp.153-177.]  [22:  Lawrence Stone, ‘The Educational Revolution in England, 1560-1640’, in Past & Present, vol.28 (1) July edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), pp.41-80. ]  [23:  Rienk Vermij, ‘Marginalisation of astrology among Dutch astronomers in the first half of the 17th century’, in History of Science, 52 (London: SAGE Publications, 2014), pp.153-177.]  [24:  Rienk Vermij and Hiro Hirai, ‘The Marginalization of Astrology’, in Early Science and Medicine, vol.22 (5/6), (Leiden: Brill Publications, 2017), p.408.] 




Arabic Astrology and English Medicine
The article 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.'  by Roger French is centred around astrology’s dissemination into England and its influence on medicine in the 12th century. This was possible due to an individual that operated as a medium named Roger of Herford. There is little known about this person, and this acts as a driving force behind why French produced this work to create recognition[footnoteRef:25] and to build upon the earlier work of C. H. Haskins[footnoteRef:26]. French, however, does not provide context to the condition of astrology in England prior to Roger of Hereford’s involvement, but does in fact provide detail on the rise of astrology during this period. It is believed by Haskins that there was a ‘Twelfth-Century Renaissance’ and this is supported by Mitchell, author of ‘England’s First Astrology Book: Roger of Hereford’s Judicial Astrology’ who claims that there was a 12th century revolution regarding astrology[footnoteRef:27]. Prior to the 12th century, astrology was not seen in Europe since the fifth century[footnoteRef:28] due to the collapse of the western Roman Empire and the later attitudes of the Christian church[footnoteRef:29]. Astrology was heavily criticised by prominent figures of the church such as Augustine of Hippo. In his work ‘Confessions’, he displays scepticism of the subject[footnoteRef:30]. [25:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, Isis, Vol.84, No.3 (University of Chicago Press: 1996), p.453.]  [26:  Charles, C. Haskins, ‘The Reception of Arabic Sciences in England’, in English Historical Review vol.30 (117), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1915), pp.56-69.]  [27:  Chris Mitchell, England’s First Astrology Book: Roger of Hereford’s Judicial Astrology, (Leicester: Almuten Figuris Publications, 2021), p.119.]  [28:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of Western Astrology: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (London: Continuum Books, 2008). Pp.292-294.]  [29:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: The Medieval and Modern Worlds, (London: Continium Books, 2009). Pp.1-3.]  [30:  Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, (University of California press: 1967), P.158.] 

However, Hoskin and Gingerich indicate that monks were using astronomical calculations which inadvertently led astrological studies to occur[footnoteRef:31]. They are referring to a topic called Computus which was used to calculate the date of Easter. Although, this form of calculation featured no horoscopic element[footnoteRef:32] until the emergence of figures such as Roger of Hereford. During this period, there was a desire to learn more about astrology which could only be found in Arabic scientific texts[footnoteRef:33]. It is believed that Computus was initially influenced by Arabic sources that offered instructions[footnoteRef:34]. In his work, French states that Roger was a teacher of Computus in the cathedral schools in Hereford[footnoteRef:35] and became familiar with the work of the 9th century Arabic astrologer, Abu Ma’shar[footnoteRef:36]. This led Roger to teach horoscopic astrology alongside writing his textbook for his students, Judicial Astrology, a name that was given to this book by Mitchell that consisted of 22 individual manuscripts[footnoteRef:37].  [31:  Michael Hoskin and Owen Gingerich, Medieval Latin astronomy, in ‘The Cambridge Concise History of Astronomy’ eds. Michael Hoskin, (Cambridge University Press: 1998). Pp.78-79.]  [32:  Chris Mitchell, England’s First Astrology Book: Roger of Hereford’s Judicial Astrology, (Leicester: Almuten Figuris Publications, 2021), p.5.]  [33:  Ibid, p.17.]  [34:  Philipp, E. Nothaft, ‘A Reluctant Innovator: Graeco-Arabic Astronomy in the Computus of Magister Cunestabulus (1175)’, in Early Science and Medicine, vol.22 (1), (Leiden: Brill Publications, 2017), pp.1-41.]  [35:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, Isis, Vol.84, No.3 (University of Chicago Press: 1996), pp.459-461.]  [36:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, Isis, Vol.84, No.3 (University of Chicago Press: 1996), p.455.]  [37:  Chris Mitchell, England’s First Astrology Book: Roger of Hereford’s Judicial Astrology, (Leicester: Almuten Figuris Publications, 2021), p.29.] 

French’s discussion on the astrological effects of medicine is extensive and provides context regarding the condition of medicine during this period. Although medicine and various practices such as dissection and anatomical learning was restricted by the church[footnoteRef:38], astrology from the east would provide doctors with a new tool of prognostication[footnoteRef:39]. The work of Abu Ma’shar introduced physicians to the four humors which were attributed to the four elements, and it became the job of the physician to ensure that these elements were balanced within the body to reduce the likeliness of illness[footnoteRef:40].  [38:  Jacalyn Duffin, History of Medicine: A Scandalously Short Introduction, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), p.30.]  [39:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, Isis, Vol.84, No.3 (University of Chicago Press: 1996), p.454.]  [40:  Ibid, p.456.] 

Discussion
When comparing the two sources, both are equally informative about their individual area of focus and time periods. However, what stands out is French highlighting the rise of astrology in England and Europe in the 12th century due to the access of Arabic works. Whereas Pfeffer shows the downfall of astrology in the 17th century due to scientific advancements and political attitudes. The topic of astrology’s marginalisation is multi-faceted and therefore requires a broad analysis, which Pfeffer has successfully achieved by considering external factors such as political and scientific attitudes. However, French’s topic disregards these elements and is rather linear, explaining the historical events regarding astrology’s dissemination into Europe.

The subject of medicine was a specific area of focus for French, however this was also one of the areas that Pfeffer felt had to be covered due to astrology’s relationship to medicine in the 17th century. Again, because both sources discuss the effects of medicine, the reader can get a clear picture of how astrological medicine became of interest in Europe from the 12th century[footnoteRef:41] to being widely taught in universities by the 17th century. An example of this is the introduction of the four humors by Abu Ma’shar, which were then replaced due to newer medical advancements[footnoteRef:42]. The reader can see the evolution of both astrology and medicine.  [41:  Ibid, p.458.]  [42:  Hope Javier, ‘The Four Humours Theory’, in ESAI, vol.12, (21), (United States: College of DuPage Digital Press, 2014), p.74.] 

Another comparison is that both sources use an individual that acts as a case study, for example, Roger of Hereford and Siguenza. The only difference between the two sources, is that Roger of Hereford is a key component of French’s work and Siguenza is an example that does not get carried throughout Pfeffers work. In fact, he is only vaguely referred to a couple of times after his initial introduction at the beginning. Siguenza is a rather interesting case that Pfeffer uses to establish the topic and set the scene. Nevertheless, she could have discussed how his distaste for the subject affected his work as a lecturer in the university, leading him to produce works that went against astrology in his later life. Lastly, the reader can see two sides of the coin here as Roger’s astrology did not make it into university in that period, but Siguenza was a lecturer of astrology at university level[footnoteRef:43].  [43:  Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World' in The Historical Journal, vol.66 (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2023).p.1154.] 

Upon reading Pfeffer’s work, one would tend to think that there was such a deliberate plan to destroy astrology, although it could be possible that the marginalisation of astrology was an inadvertent effect of new scientific research. It was established that figures such as Kepler were in fact practicing astrologers and therefore, it would simply not make sense for him and others to ruin something that they clearly cared about. This should then pose the question of whether the marginalisation of astrology was the result of a political movement and scientists like Kepler hid his astrological work from the universities to avoid persecution or losing his status within academia.

Conclusion
The two sources discussed in this essay demonstrate the condition of astrology in the twelfth and seventeenth centuries. Both show only a small cross section of the subject but nevertheless, these centuries are pivotal to the subject’s transformation throughout history. The work of Roger French focused on the twelfth century, a period in which the church viewed astrology as blasphemous. However, this very period witnessed astrology’s dissemination into Europe from Muslim Spain through the works of Arabic astrologers such as Abu Ma’shar, then later taught by Roger of Hereford in England. Meanwhile, the seventeenth century saw the subject fall in reputation as attitudes and interests were changing in medicine, politics and astronomy, as discussed by Pfeffer. Before this shift, astrology thrived in universities and was heavily intwined with medicine and astronomy. Interestingly, censorship and scrutiny had come full circle of the subject again but this time it was more associated with politics rather than religion. The evidence that has been portrayed in this essay can indicate that the marginalisation of astrology occurred rather gradually due to the subject being taught at a university level in Lisbon in 1702 and at an elite Jesuit college of San Antao in the late 18th century. Thus, suggesting that astrology’s rejection was not at a rapid pace as one may believe from reading Pfeffer’s work. Lastly, both sources offer an insight into the evolution of astrology and medicine, as well as highlighting the cultural intrigue for astrological information which began in the twelfth century to its dismissal just a few hundred years later. Both sources are valuable in their own right and provide a grand overview of the condition of astrology for their respective periods. 
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