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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources.
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers are Michelle Pfeffer's 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.' The Historical Journal 66, no. 5 (2023): pp. 1152-1176, and Roger French's 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.' Isis 87, no. 3 (1996): pp. 453-480.
Both papers explored similar themes: the relationship between astrology and medicine, the treatment of astrology in academia and popular culture, and the changing attitudes toward astrology at critical points in history. However, the approaches to these themes by the authors were distinct. While Pfeffer analyzed the historiography of the marginalization of astrology and the evolving ways that this was perceived and presented, French’s approach was to discuss the biographies and methodologies of key historical figures and examine their impact on medicine. This essay will explore these two papers, their similarities and differences.
Pfeffer discussed the changing historiography of the marginalization of astrology in the Early Modern period [footnoteRef:1]. She targeted academics; her paper was published in a peer-reviewed journal[footnoteRef:2] and she acknowledged that a colleague commissioned it.[footnoteRef:3] Pfeffer is a historian specializing in the Early Modern era and interested in the history of scholarship, religion, and science. She is a Fellow by Examination at Magdalene College, Oxford.[footnoteRef:4] Correspondingly, French’s paper discussed the life and contributions of Roger of Hereford during the era when knowledge from Arabia and Greece was being translated into Latin and integrated into English teachings.[footnoteRef:5] His audience was historians; his introduction states that Roger of Beresford was known to historians but had yet to receive the attention he deserved.[footnoteRef:6] French was a University Lecturer in History of Medicine at the University of Cambridge from 1975 until his passing in 2002.[footnoteRef:7] [1:  Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World.' The Historical Journal 66, no. 5 (2023): pp. 1152-1176.]  [2:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization Of Astrology'.]  [3:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization Of Astrology’, p. 1176.]  [4:  University of Oxford, Faculty Of History, https://www.history.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-pfeffer, [accessed October 24, 2024].]  [5:  Roger French. 1996. "'Foretelling The Future: Arabic Astrology And English Medicine In The Late Twelfth Century'." Isis 87, no. 3: pp. 453-480.]  [6:  French, ‘Foretelling The Future’, p. 453.]  [7:  University of Cambridge, Department Of History And Philosophy Of Science, https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french [accessed October 24, 2024].] 

Pfeffer defined Marginalization of Astrology as ‘The protracted process by which a rich scholarly field and a highly skilled trade migrated into the margins of European culture.’[footnoteRef:8] This remained the focus of her paper. In Section I, Pfeffer explored the early historiography of this marginalization through the story of Carlos de Sigüenza, a mathematician and astrologer from Mexico City. Using Sigüenza's story, Pfeffer examined why intellectual advancements were assumed to be the impetus behind the decline of astrology. Yet, she also pointed out the issues with this thinking by stating, ‘It soon became apparent, however, that pointing to early modern science raised more questions than answers’.[footnoteRef:9] Pfeffer then explained the reasons for the shift in emphasis to social, cultural, political, and religious drivers.   [8:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization Of Astrology’, p. 1152.]  [9:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization Of Astrology’, p. 1155.] 

In Section II, Pfeffer introduced other factors demonstrating that intellectual developments were one reason for astrology's decline. One was the rise of Humanistic scholarship, which affected how Aristotle's Natural Philosophy, medicine, and astronomy were interpreted. Additionally, increased emphasis on other subfields within astronomy, mathematics, and medicine took attention away from astrology, facilitating its decline in academia. Pfeffer also stated that outside academia, intellectual developments were increasingly available to lay people, hastening public decline in interest.[footnoteRef:10] Finally, Pfeffer reiterated her opening statement, saying: [10:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization Of Astrology’, pp. 1171-1174.] 

I close the review by contending that after decades of neglect, it is an opportune time to bring intellectual history back into our studies of the ‘disenchantment of the world’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization Of Astrology’, p. 1152.] 

This brings attention back to her primary goal: explaining why historians and other scholars should include intellectual developments in studies of astrology’s marginalization.
	Turning to French, his paper began by discussing Roger of Hereford and his place in astrological and medical history. French’s statement, ‘medieval astrology attracts less attention than that of the Renaissance; in the earlier period, Roger deserves more attention,’[footnoteRef:12] asked historians to look closer at Roger of Hereford’s life and work. He described the academic and cultural context of England in the twelfth century, when Arabic astrology was being disseminated and studied, and Aristotle’s Natural Philosophy was starting to influence medicine. French also discussed the Arabic astrologer Abū Maʿšar and the benefits his techniques might bring to medicine by allowing doctors to foresee the future. He examined the views of medicine and astrology by academics versus non-academic physicians and how each received and incorporated this new information. French then discussed the school at Hereford, Roger’s role in it, and the political environment. He explored the methods from Roger of Hereford’s writings and emphasized the significance of prognostication for medicine.  [12:  French, ‘Foretelling The Future’, p. 453.] 

	French then considered William of England, a non-academic physician who practiced similar techniques to those taught at Hereford and described their use within his urology practice.[footnoteRef:13]  French continually emphasized the two main statements of his paper: first, to bring attention to Roger of Hereford and his role in disseminating information about Arabic astrology through Europe, and second, to point out the usefulness of astrological prognostication for doctors. At his conclusion, French again argued for his second thesis statement:  [13:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’, pp. 475-479.] 

Finally, then, we can see that for both Roger, …, and William, …, what was important was the ability to foretell the future.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’, p. 479.
] 

This was a useful way to end his article and helped to reinforce his main points.
Pfeffer's paper was organized clearly and logically. In her abstract and introduction, she explained her thesis and what she would discuss in each section. She then followed the outline laid out in the introduction, making smooth transitions between each section. That made it easy to follow, as everything flowed logically, and the reader would know what to expect. From the start, Pfeffer described her work as a historiographical review, and this methodology provided the framework for the entire article. 
To put the changing historiography in context, Pfeffer presented sources on how astrology was experienced in the early modern period. Specifically, she referred to Carlos de Sigüenza and referenced scholars who had studied Sigüenza's life and work, as well as direct quotes from Sigüenza as a primary source.[footnoteRef:15]  These put the attitudes of the times into perspective and allowed readers to understand why early historians believed that intellectual developments were the cause of astrology’s decline. She described how and why the trends in thinking changed over time, and effectively used additional sources to support her arguments, including other scholars who had studied the effects of humanism and Cartesian philosophy on the prevailing paradigms. One was Reink Vermij, whose paper ‘The Marginalization of Astrology Among Dutch Astronomers in the First Half of the 17th Century’ was published in the Sage Journal, History of Science in 2014.[footnoteRef:16] Vermij discussed the same questions as Pfeffer but applied them to Dutch scholars. After describing how Dutch academics of the day turned away from astrology, he concluded: [15:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization of Astrology’, p. 1154.
]  [16:  Rienk Vermij, University of Oklahoma. 2014. "The marginalization of Astrology Among Dutch astronomers in the first half of the 17th century." Sage Journals, History of Science 153-177.] 

Astrology did not disappear because of the demise of the underlying worldview. Long before the theory of celestial influence was discredited by the new philosophy, astrology already was generally ignored or even repudiated by respectable scholars.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Vermij, ‘Dutch Astronomers’, p. 172.] 

This supported Pfeffer’s argument that intellectual developments should be considered a critical factor in astrology's decline.
	In his article "How to Accurately Account for Astrology’s Marginalization in the History of Science and Culture: the central importance of an interpretive framework.",  H. Darrel Rutkin also supported Pfeffer’s statement that the decline of Aristotle’s Natural Philosophy ‘seems to have been deeply connected’ to the marginalization of astrology.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Rutkin, H. Darrel. 2018. "How to accurately account for astrology’s marginalization in the history of science and culture: the central importance of an interpretive framework." Early Science and Medicine 23 242-243.] 

Pfeffer concluded her paper by reinforcing her thesis statement and stating, ‘if one thing emerges from recent historiography, it is that there is no one-dimensional explanation’[footnoteRef:19] She then suggested that future scholars may be able to confirm her work, pointing out opportunities for further research.[footnoteRef:20] Overall, Pfeffer’s conclusion reiterated and summarized the points she made in the article, which was well organized, logical, and understandable and accomplished what it stated it would do in the introduction. [19:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization of Astrology’, p. 1175.]  [20:  Pfeffer, ‘Marginalization of Astrology’, p. 1175.] 

By contrast, French did not make his thesis statement or the structure of his paper obvious in an abstract or introductory section the way Pfeffer did. Although the title of his article was ‘Foretelling the Future’[footnoteRef:21] it was not stated that one of his main arguments would be the importance of prognostication to medical doctors in the twelfth century. However, French spoke at length about Roger of Hereford and Abū Maʿšar, the methodologies of Arabic astrology, and the school at Hereford.[footnoteRef:22] This created context for readers to understand the astrology that Roger of Hereford helped disseminate in Europe, the current state of astrology and medicine, and why methods introduced by Arabic astrology were valuable. Additionally, his section on William of England demonstrated how the techniques introduced were put to practical use.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Roger French. 1996. "'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century'." Isis 87, no. 3: pp. 453-480.]  [22:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’]  [23:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’, pp 475-479.] 

	To help illustrate his points, French used primary sources in his paper, including references to the writings of Roger of Hereford,[footnoteRef:24] Abū Maʿšar,[footnoteRef:25] and William of England.[footnoteRef:26] He included quotes from Roger of Hereford and William of England in his footnotes, and because these were written in Latin, he also provided his own explanations in the main text. However, including the original words would be valuable for readers who could do their own translations. [24:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’, pp 459-474.]  [25:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’, p. 456.]  [26:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’, pp. 476-477.] 

	Recent scholarship on medieval astronomy includes "Roger of Hereford: The Twelfth-Century Astronomer who put Hereford on the Map, Literally"(2023) [footnoteRef:27]. In this article, Richard de Grijs emphasized both the school at Hereford’s and Roger’s roles, stating in his conclusion, [27:  Grijs, Richard de. 2023. "Roger of Hereford: The Twelfth-Century Astronomer Who Put Hereford On The Map, Literally." The Local Historian [journal of the British Association for Local History], vol.53 no.2 98-111.] 

As we have seen, Roger of Hereford propelled Hereford into the scholarly and ecclesiastical limelight of the late twelfth century by embracing the "new science" from Arabic sources well before most of his contemporaries.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  deGrijs, ‘Roger of Hereford’, p. 108.] 

This article supported French's assertion that Roger of Hereford was crucial to the adoption of Arabic astrology by European astronomers and schools and deserved attention from historians.
	In addition, Chris Mitchell’s translation of Roger of Hereford’s ‘Judicial Astrology’ [footnoteRef:29] gives insight into how this information was presented and what was considered important at the time. In Roger of Hereford’s introduction, he stated,  [29:  Mitchell, Chris. 2021. England's First Astrology Book: Roger of Hereford's Judicial Astrology. Leicester, UK: Almuten Figuris Publications.] 

Why would you want to study astrology? It’s obvious! It rewards you by showing you future events, and things that are hidden from most people, and that gives you power over other people![footnoteRef:30] [30:  Mitchell, ‘Judicial Astrology’, p. 43] 

This showed that Roger himself considered the ability to prognosticate to be the reason to learn astrology. Mitchell concluded his book by reminding readers that the teaching of astrology throughout Europe started with people like Roger of Hereford, and therefore it is time once again for him to be acknowledge and his work studied.[footnoteRef:31] This supported French's argument that Roger of Hereford was an important figure worthy of study. [31:  Mitchell, ‘Judicial Astrology’, p. 141
] 

In conclusion, there were significant contrasts between the two papers. They were structured and presented very differently. Pfeffer’s article was laid out in a way that made it clear what her thesis was and how she would present her argument. This made it easy to understand and follow her arguments through to her conclusion. By contrast, French began his paper by discussing Roger of Hereford and his work, only gradually bringing up his argument that telling the future was of primary importance to medical practitioners.
However, there were also substantial similarities between these two papers. Both examined the status of astrology at critical historical turning points. French looked at the reintroduction of astrology to Europe in the Medieval period, a time when knowledge from the East that had been neglected was being sought out, translated, and incorporated into medical practice and academia. On the other hand, Pfeffer addressed the Early Modern period, when astrology was being marginalized and removed from academic programs and general societal consideration for a variety of reasons. In this way, the two papers mark the rise and fall of astrology as a fundamental academic and cultural discipline.
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