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Astrology in Scientific Thought

This essay compares two JSTOR articles found under the search of ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’.  Lawrence E. Jerome, ‘Astrology and Modern Science: A Critical Analysis’, Leonardo, 6, No. 2 (1973), pp.121-130, and Robert Palter, ‘Operations and the Occult’, Philosophy of Science, 23, No. 4 (1956), pp.297-314 are discussed regarding their use of scientific methods and logic to determine the validity of astrology and synchronicity respectively.[footnoteRef:1] In 1956, Palter contrasted P. W. Bridgman’s (1882 – 1961) rigidly scientific operationalism with C. G. Jung’s (1875 – 1961) concept of synchronicity. In 1973, Jerome examined astrological precepts from a scientific perspective. Both authors cited statistical tests of astrological principles as evidence, even though astrology and synchronicity defy criteria for applying the scientific method and the analysis of data was problematic.  [1:  Lawrence E. Jerome, ‘Astrology and Modern Science: A Critical Analysis’, Leonardo. 6 Issue 2 (1973), 121-130. [hereafter Jerome, Astrology]; Robert Palter, ‘Operations and the Occult’, Philosophy of Science. 23 Issue 4 (1956), 297-314. [hereafter Palter, Operations]
] 

Palter was surprised that Jung chose an astrological test to support his synchronicity theory, recognizing the difficulty of applying the scientific method to this topic.[footnoteRef:2] According to Jung, ‘Natural laws are statistical truths, which means they are completely valid only when we are dealing with macrophysical properties.’[footnoteRef:3] Jung further stated that causality is the basis of natural law.[footnoteRef:4] Inspired by conversations with Einstein, Jung explored synchronicity as ‘a psychically conditioned relativity of space and time’, which is acausal, subjective, nonreplicable and in many cases, unquantifiable, in other words, not scientifically verifiable.[footnoteRef:5] Palter emphasized Jung’s description of synchronicity as ‘acausal, and yet meaningful correlations.’[footnoteRef:6]  [2:  [Palter, Operations] p. 307.]  [3:  C. G. Jung, Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle, trans. by R. F. C. Hull, in Vol. 8 of Collected Works of C. G. Jung (Princeton and Oxford: Bollingen Foundation Princeton University Press, 1960), p.5. [hereafter Jung, Synchronicity] 
]  [4:  [Jung, Synchronicity] p  5. ]  [5:  [Jung, Synchronicity] p .28, 132, 12, cited in [Palter, Operations] pp. 305, 307.]  [6:  [Palter, Operations] p. 304.] 

Palter described Jung’s astrological marriage experiment, which showed a significantly higher incidence of astrological aspects for marriage between married couples in the first sample. (Eighteen occurrences vs. the average of 8.4 occurrences from 180 married couples.)[footnoteRef:7] In the cumulative data with two more groups, the statistical deviation disappeared.[footnoteRef:8] The psychokinetic experiments of J. B. Rhine, cited by Jung in Synchronicity were mentioned, but not discussed by Palter.[footnoteRef:9] Paradoxically, Jung attributed the significant results in Rhine’s work to some form of causality, while the insignificant astrological correlation was evidence of an acausal principle.[footnoteRef:10] Palter echoed Jung’s editor, Michael Fordham, that Jung’s use of statistics was confusing.[footnoteRef:11] If synchronicity is beyond the confines of statistical truths, then Palter questioned using them at all.[footnoteRef:12] Jung concluded that statistics don’t embrace the whole paradigm and chose to incorporate ‘chance maxima and minima’ as facts.[footnoteRef:13] According to Palter, Jung conveniently discarded the use of his own statistics, whereas Palter found interest in even the small deviation.[footnoteRef:14] Palter considered Jung’s supposition that the psychic investment of the experimenters influenced the tests and recommended further investigation.[footnoteRef:15] His curiosity presaged recent research on how theory-ladenness affects observation, data collection, and analysis.[footnoteRef:16] [7:  [Jung, Synchronicity] p. 73, cited in [Palter, Operations] p. 309.]  [8:  [Palter, Operations] p. 308.]  [9:  [Palter, Operations] p. 307-308.]  [10:  [Jung, Synchronicity] p. 62, cited in [Palter, Operations] p. 308. (No citation in Synchronicity or ‘Operations’ to Rhine’s paper.)]  [11:  Michael Fordham, Foreword to [Jung, Synchronicity] p. xii.]  [12:  [Palter, Operations] p. 308.]  [13:  [Jung, Synchronicity] p. 68, 69, 72, cited in [Palter, Operations] p. 309.]  [14:  [Palter, Operations] p. 309-310.]  [15:  [Palter, Operations] p. 310.]  [16:  William F. Brewer and Bruce L. Lambert, ‘The Theory-Ladenness of Observation and the Theory-Ladenness of the Rest of the Scientific Process’, Philosophy of Science. 68 No. 3 (2001), pp. S176-S186.] 

Palter attempted to complement operationalism with synchronicity. He called for a larger perspective from Bridgman, who feared ‘a veritable intellectual spree of licentious and debauched thinking,’ would be unleashed by modern physics.[footnoteRef:17] Palter assessed that Jung could benefit from more rigorous methods and a ‘distrust of large speculative ideas,’ but concluded that operationalism was a deterrent, especially in social sciences.[footnoteRef:18] In the end, Palter sided with Wolfgang Pauli, who stated, ‘two types of mind… the one type considering the quantitative relations of the parts to be essential, the other the qualitative indivisibility of the whole,’ have their place in science.[footnoteRef:19] In spite of the twists and turns of Jung’s logic in assessing his own tests, Palter generously embraced both approaches within the search for scientific truth. In light of the influence that Jung has on scientific thought, as scientists explore quantum theory, it was prescient for Palter to keep an open scientific mind and not throw out the concept with the lack of clear statistical evidence. [17:  P.W. Bridgman, Reflections of a Physicist, 2nd ed. (New York: Philosophical Library, 1955), pp. 187-189, cited in [Palter, Operations] p. 312.]  [18:  [Palter, Operations] p. 314.]  [19:  Wolfgang Pauli, ‘The Influence of Archetypal Ideas on the Scientific Theories of Kepler’ in The Interpretation of Nature and the Psyche, C. G. Jung and Wolfgang Pauli, trans. by R.C. Hull and Prizilla Silz, (New York: Pantheon Books, Bollingen Series LI, 1955), p. 205, cited in [Palter, Operations] p. 312.
] 

 Jerome scrutinized astrology through the lens of modern science critiquing the statistical analysis by Dr. Michel Gauquelin of correspondences between planets and professions. The inherent advantage of investigating astrology as opposed to synchronicity was having a clearer definition of astrology with specific tenets, which could be tested statistically. While Jerome started with a subject which lent itself to scientific investigation, his approach to astrology showed bias and a lack of thorough research, citing only six anthropology sources and three popular astrology books to summarize its history from the Upper Paleolithic to modern times.[footnoteRef:20]   [20:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 130.] 

Jerome’s central tenet was that astrology can’t be scientifically validated ‘since astrology originated as a magical system and the passage of some 6000 years has not altered the fallacious assumptions upon which it rests.’[footnoteRef:21] Lacking a citation, both the date and stasis claim appear to be rhetorical.  There are pictographs of constellations dating to 3,200 BCE according to John. H. Rogers, but scholars, such as Nicolas Campion and Peter Whitfield, don’t presume to call it ‘systemized’ astrology until the first Assyrian texts appeared around 1,000 BCE.[footnoteRef:22] Early Mesopotamian astrology was deeply entwined with ornithomancy and extispicy.[footnoteRef:23] Historians, such as Patrick Curry, find little resemblance between ancient astrology and modern practices.[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 121.]  [22:  John H. Rogers, 1998. ‘Origins of the ancient constellations: I. The Mesopotamian traditions’, Journal of British Astronomical Association. 108 (I), 9-28, p. 9. http://articles.adsabs.harvard.edu/full/gif/1998JBAA..108. [Accessed 18 January, 2014]; Nicolas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Vol. 1 The Ancient World (London and New York: Hambledon Continuum, 2008), p. 43. [hereafter Campion, History]; Dr. Peter Whitfield, Astrology: a history (New York: Harry N. Abrahms, Inc., 2001), p. 19.
]  [23:  [Campion, History] p. 48.]  [24:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989), p. 1. http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/172076/mod_resource/content/2/AHAN7002CUR1.pdf [Accessed 4 November, 2019]
] 

Among Jerome’s few citations were tangential topics like Sirius in the Egyptian calendar, which is questionably about astrology and cave paintings in Baja, inferring they preceded an astrology developed in the New World.[footnoteRef:25] Jerome concluded his history of astrology with the discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo and Newton, when, ‘The science of astronomy took over the task of observing the sky and astrology was relegated to the role of an ancient, unscientific superstition.’[footnoteRef:26] Was Jerome unaware that these scientists considered themselves astrologers? [25:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 123.]  [26:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 124.] 

Jerome briefly outlined the casting of horoscopes and principles of interpretation, using only two astrology texts from popular literature.  He identified the controversy over sidereal versus tropical locations of the zodiac signs, capitalizing on the fact that skewing the observation of stars to an obsolete model doesn’t lend credibility to astrology. Jerome summarized the ‘Astrological Axioms’ section with ‘Thus, astrology is seen to be magical at its roots and any attempt to ascribe a scientific basis to its methods is doomed to failure.’[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 127.] 

In the penultimate section, Jerome described several scientifically substantiated celestial effects on earth, such as gravity, tides, and biological clocks.[footnoteRef:28] Jerome failed to see these had been called magic, before science discovered other causes, or that effects, still too subtle for scientific investigation may be validated in the future. [28:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 127-128.] 

Jerome cited Gauquelin’s statistical evidence of the correlation between success in specific professions and the rising or culmination of certain planets in a birth chart.[footnoteRef:29] It appears Jerome picked the first line from Gauquelin’s appendix and summarized that Mars was significantly more prominent in the charts of scientists, even though Gauquelin’s results show much higher significance for athletes and military men.[footnoteRef:30] Jerome created his own graphs and speculated that Gauquelin would have developed similar patterns, instead of using the copious graphs that Gauquelin had published based on actual data.[footnoteRef:31] Jerome accused Gauquelin of confusing cause and effect, arguing that the higher incidence of Mars and Jupiter in the twelfth house was due to increased births around dawn, while choosing to ‘simplify’ the data by disregarding the culminating planets.[footnoteRef:32] This may have held some credence, if Jerome had chosen Mercury or Venus, but the outer planets are randomly scattered across the zodiac over time. Jerome failed to note that Gauquelin’s Planetary Heredity dealt extensively with the influence of birth times.[footnoteRef:33] Jerome critiqued Gauquelin for averaging his data and the lack of diurnal birth effect by citing pages in The Cosmic Clocks, which dealt with an unrelated issue of variability in the temperature at which water freezes in chemistry experiments.[footnoteRef:34] [29:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 128-129.]  [30:  Michel Gauquelin, The Cosmic Clocks (Washington, D.C.: Henry Regnery Company, 1967), p. 242]  [31:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 129.]  [32:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 129.]  [33:  Michel Gauquelin, Planetary Heredity (San Diego: ACS Publications, 1988), pp. 1-30.]  [34:  [Jerome, Astrology] p. 130.] 

While both Palter and Jerome explored nonscientific concepts, Palter left the discussion open to further investigation both within and beyond of the confines of the scientific method. Jerome created a biased, poorly researched article, whose erroneous analysis only proved his need for greater scientific rigor. The statistical investigations of astrology cited failed to support its basic tenets, but ironically confirmed that theory-ladenness affects both sides. Jung used the lack of statistical evidence to confirm his belief in astrology, while Jerome used the evidence of planetary influence to refute astrology. 
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