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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Word Count: 2010

The current essay aims at comparing two JSTOR papers concerning medical astrology respectively in the II Century Rome and in the XII Century England: Galen and Astrology: A Mésalliance? (2011) by Glen M. Cooper and Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century (1996) by Roger French.[footnoteRef:1] In order to develop my analysis, besides considering the authors’ academic background, I shall compare the structure, typology, purpose and general features of both papers, taking into account the authors’ use of primary and secondary sources in supporting their argument. [1:  Cooper, Glen M. ‘Galen and Astrology: A Mésalliance?’. Early Science and Medicine 16, no. 2 (2011): 120-146.
French, R. ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’. Isis 87, no. 3 (1996): 453-480.] 

Both authors come from a background that combines science and history. Before moving to Philosophy of Science, Glen Cooper studied Mathematical Physics, Greek and Latin, and earned a PhD in Islamic Studies and History of Islamic Sciences at Columbia University. Roger French (1938-2002) was a Lecturer in History of Medicine at Cambridge University and director of the Wellcome Unit for History of Medicine at the University of Cambridge; he studied Zoology and gained a Dphil in History of Medicine at St. Catherine’s College, Oxford.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  A concise description of his education can be found on the website of the Department of History and Philosophy of Science, Cambridge University:
<https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french#:~:text=After%20completing%20a%20BA%20in,at%20the%20University%20of%20Cambridge.>] 

First and foremost, the titles of the papers inform us that we are dealing not only with two distant environments and epochs, but also that the very standpoint of the articles is almost diametrical. Cooper narrows his focus to a specific physician, Galen, glossing over the historical context in which he lives, and engaging mainly with Galen’s arguable “iatromathematics” and with his texts. French, conversely, moving his lens back and forth, opens his paper with Roger of Hereford, but then broadens his view on the XII Century England panorama and beyond, returning systematically to the medieval doctor who becomes almost a concrete manifestation of a wider scenario.
The scientific training stands out in the way Cooper presents and organises his paper. The scholar is dealing with the physician Galen (129 – c. 200 CE), a prolific medical author and doctor who was born in Pergamon and lived most of his life in Rome.[footnoteRef:3] Cooper does not give the reader many clues about where and when the subject of his investigation lived, and those who are not informed about Galen have to make do with scant references about the context:[footnoteRef:4] who are the «educated», «wealthier and […] more powerful Romans» whom Galen hopes to attract, and what is their expectations from a physician? Even though he declares that the article focuses «on his actual empirical approach»,[footnoteRef:5] a more elaborated historical and cultural discussion would have been useful to fully appreciate the value of the proposed claim. [3:  Singer, P.N., “Galen”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/galen/>.]  [4:  Cooper, ‘Galen and Astrology’ (2011), p. 122: «He no doubt hoped thereby to increase his clientele, especially among the wealthier and more powerful Romans»; p. 133: «this poem [Aratus’ Phaenomena] represented the extent of astronomical knowledge for most educated Romans in Galen’s day». These are the only references about his environment. Still, there is no information in the article on the period Galen’s lived during the Roman Empire. ]  [5:  Ibidem, p. 125.] 

It is clear since the heading that Cooper’s writing is a rather critical and persuasive one. Paraphrasing the title, Cooper suggests that Galen’s relationship with astrology is an unsuitable match, and even though he poses a question, we can infer right from the beginning that the scholar aims at persuading the reader not only that «Galen’s use of astrology is superficial, and does not cohere with the rest of his medical science, except in an almost meningless general way», but even that only by ignoring Galen’s references to astrology one can «see clearly, perhaps for the first time, the true ingenuity of Galen’s approach to data and natural phenomena».[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibidem, p. 121.] 

In a rigorous and methodical fashion, his work starts and closes with explicitly evoked “Introduction” and “Conclusion” – this does not occur so openly in French’s paper, as we shall see. Cooper does not make much room for the reader’s imagination, and exposes his thesis plainly in the introduction: Galen’s use of astrology is only rhetorical, since its «persuasive value» would have allowed him to «increase his clientele».[footnoteRef:7] In his conclusion, Cooper soundly draws his point from what is proposed in the introduction and, supported by the argument developed in the previous pages, maintains that both judicial and natural astrology appear irrelevant to Galen’s theories and his use of them is merely utilitarian. The author unfolds his reasoning through fourteen short sections, starting with some theoretical and academical framework about the relationship between astrology and medicine; he then considers Galen’s main theories, viz. the medical crisis and the critical days, and his use of astrology within these texts. His analysis of Galen’s books relies on his critical edition of De diebus decretoriis, published by Ashgate Publishing in 2011 (after the publication of the article in examination).[footnoteRef:8] Together with a brief note on Aratus – used by Galen, according to Cooper, as yet another appealing lure for the Roman aristocracy –[footnoteRef:9],  a comparison with Ptolemy’s Almagest and Tetrabilblos, and a final account of the Arabic reception of Galen, Cooper investigates the physician’s very terminology to prove his point. Not only does he link Galen’s use of the word πλημμελέω to the musical context to reveal Galen’s connection to Ptolemaic harmony – though, there is no mention to possible connections with Pythagoras, Plato or the Stoics in this paper –[footnoteRef:10], he also explores statistically the lexical occurrences related to the astrological world in Galen’s opus. Towards the end of the paper, Cooper uses Peirce’s logics[footnoteRef:11] – to reveal Galen’s abductive approach as he takes Aristotle’s cosmology as his theoretical framework – and introduces the mathematical concept of perturbation as a contemporary parallel to the theory of variables interfering with the ideal natural system as intended by Galen. [7:  Ibidem, p. 122. ]  [8:  Republished by Routledge in 2016. Galen, De diebus decretoriis, from Greek into Arabic. A Critical Edition, with Translation and Commentary, of Ḥunayn ibn Isḥāq, Kitāb ayyām al-buḥrān, edited and translated by G.M. Cooper, Routledge, New York 2016 (2011).]  [9:  Cooper, ‘Galen and Astrology’ (2011), p. 122.]  [10:  The brief mention of Plato does not clarify enough Galen’s admiration for the philosopher, as Cooper does, instead, in his book (p. 395, esp. n. 14), where the author explains also that Galen, an a posteriori empiricist, refuses the Pythagorean a priori approach, as we can see from his own words: «now is not the time for nonsensical conversation with him [Pythagoras] who utters nonsense». Yet, Cooper accepts some “general” connections with Pythagorean thought in the notion of a universal harmony. See: Galen, De diebus decretoriis (2016), p. 5, 32, 358 (quot.), 491 n. 136.]  [11:  Cooper relies on Barton, T., Power and Knowledge. Astronomy, Physiognomics, and Medicine under the Roman Empire, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press (1994), pp. 135 and following. See also Gleason, M.W., review of Power and Knowledge: Astronomy, Physiognomics, and Medicine under the Roman Empire by Tamsyn S. Barton, Classical Philology, 91(2) (1996): 191-196. «Why is it that debts to superstar Italian theorists are discussed ad nauseam in the text, but the work of ordinary Italian classicists is not even adequately acknowledged in the notes?», ibidem, p. 195. This criticism applies to Cooper as well. Maud Gleason (Stanford University) takes a strong stand in her review of Tamsyn Barton’s book, expressing both lack of a proper historical context and «theory-overload» that might «annoy some readers and dazzle others» (p. 193). Probably the same reaction could arise in Cooper’s readers.] 

Despite Cooper’s tacit claim of scientific objectivity, his language betrays a times a judgmental and biased attitude that can be perceived by some remarks—such as, for instance, addressing A. Puma’s article as «disappointing», or depicting a rather colourful image of Galen’s «artful, though slipshod, calculations», and his “odd”, «superficial but explicit» juxtaposition of natural and judicial astrology revealing that «Galen is not serious about judicial astrology». Be it right or wrong, some readers might find themselves in a difficult position, since scarce, if not absent, direct quotations of primary (and secondary) sources are reported in the article, while the reference to the most important primary source, i.e. Galen, is probably not very clear. Kühn’s edition of Galen’s opera omnia[footnoteRef:12] is mentioned in a footnote, but there is no indication about the abbreviated reference of it that is used thereafter, as he does in another articles and in his critical edition of De diebus decretoriis—a défaillance?[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Kühn, C.G., Claudii Galeni opera omnia, Hildesheim, Leipzig 1825.]  [13:  «Throughout this article, I refer to this treatise with the following shorthand: for example, K.9.843.2 refers to Kühn’s Galen edition, (volume 9), page 843, line 2», Cooper, G.M., ‘Number, Prognosis, and Healing: Galen on Medical Theory’, Journal of the Washington Academy of Sciences 90, no. 2 (Summer 2004): pp. 45-60, see n. 4, p. 58; «References with “K” that omit a volume number refer to Galen, De diebus decretoriis, ed. Kühn 1825. E.g. “K 917.4” means: Kühn, vol. 9, p. 917, line 4», Galen, De diebus decretoriis (2016), p. xvi.] 

Moreover, when it comes to analyse Galen’s use of astrology in Book III of his Critical Days, Cooper’s only example appears not really convincing in the attempt to expose the physician’s ignorance about astrology. Firstly, since the English translation of the text was ready and about to be published, quoting Galen’s very words would have added consistency these claims. Secondly, the scholar comments that, when Galen describes the effects of the Moon as it moves through the zodiacal belt, «he seems oblivious to the significance placed by some astrologers on the quartile configuration, namely, that it intensifies the influence of the planets in it»,[footnoteRef:14] omitting the fact that the ancient physician is reporting the phases of the Moon triggering the crises—that is, when the moon is in square, or “quartile”, and in opposition to a planet: «the phases of the Moon that occur when it is a half-Moon, and when it becomes full, produce a change, and every swift change in the motion is called a “crisis”».[footnoteRef:15] Cooper’s reference to Ptolemy – stating that «quartile and opposition are disharmonious because they are composed of signs of opposite kinds» –[footnoteRef:16] does not seem much supportive, either. Thus, Cooper criticism appears here not solidly grounded, which might pose the potential risk of jeopardising the credibility of the entire paper. [14:  Cooper, ‘Galen and Astrology’ (2011), p. 130.]  [15:  Galen, De diebus decretoriis (2016), p. 336.]  [16:  «ἀσύμφωνοι δὲ οἱ τετράγωνοι καὶ οἱ κατὰ διάμετρον διότι κατὰ ἀντίθεσιν τῶν ὁμογενῶν τὴν σύστασιν λαμβάνουσιν». Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, I. 13, in Manetho, tr. by W.G. Waddell; Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, ed. and tr. by F.E. Robbins, Loeb Classical Library, Heinemann, London 1964, pp. 74-75.] 

Roger French’s approach is rather different. His article not only explores the environment of Roger of Hereford, but gives a wide gaze of the historical and cultural context in which the English physician lived. While Cooper’s readers might have felt deprived of exact time-space coordinates, French’s informative paper provides secure footholds and reference points. As mentioned, French does divide his article in chapters, but does not create the solid framework provided by an explicit introduction and conclusion as Cooper does. Though, in a way that is much more indirect and subtle than Cooper’s, French begins to present the fil rouge of his article right after having set the historical context: «medicine, Aristotle’s physical works, and Greek and Arabic teaching on the stars and planets were of great interest to the men of the twelfth-century» for «they had practical applications».[footnoteRef:17] In the last, conclusive, section, entitled appropriately “Prediction and prognosis”, French still dwells on the historical narration and only in the very end draws the threads of the previous pages altogether: «Finally, […] what was important was the ability to foretell the future»,[footnoteRef:18] i.e. the practical utility of astrology that, together with the medical tools of prognostication like the widespread urology, was regarded with interest not only by Roger of Hereford, William of England, Daniel of Morley and many other coeval physicians and scholars, but also by kings like Henri II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, or Fredrick II in Sicily:[footnoteRef:19] «royal patronage may have been another motive for scholars to tackle new Arabic material that furthered the art of prognostication».[footnoteRef:20] The purpose of French’s paper is just as clear as Cooper’s (though, probably reflecting his personal character,[footnoteRef:21] conveyed in a humbler, quieter and copiously detailed manner): demonstrating that astrology was indeed considered a very powerful and fruitful instrument by many individuals, not merely a rhetorical tool. French builds his argument by exploring the role of Abu Ma’shar and his Introductorium in astronomiam (translated into Latin by John of Seville in 1133)[footnoteRef:22] in England and the tense and complicated relationship between medicine and astrology, especially within the universities. Outiside academia, instead, French explains, astrologers and geomancers were numerous and could practice internal medicine as well,[footnoteRef:23] seduced by the possibility of foretelling the future—Roger of Hereford was one of them. French lingers over the physician, his relationship with the school of Hereford – known to encourage the practice of astrology and geomancy – and his circle of scholars seeking ecclesiastical or royal patronage. French’s paper is very rich and dense not only due to the large amound of information provided, but also because of the well-supplied apparatus of footnotes containing direct quotations from the primary sources used – mainly Roger’s Liber de tribus generalibus judiciis astronomie and De iudiciis astronomie, but also William of England’s De urina non visa. These are the the sources analysed in the last three sections, in which French returns to Roger and presents his astrology and Abu Ma’shar influence[footnoteRef:24] informing it. Similarly to Cooper (we can infer), French openly states to «believe in neither uroscopy nor astrology»,[footnoteRef:25] but his accurate account of Roger’s practice is still quite exhaustive. At the end of the paper, French adds two appendices reporting the connections between zodiacal signs and body parts according to Roger of Hereford, and Roger’s astrological anatomy. The lack of a precise caption forces the reader to seek clarity within the text. Indeed, French write at length about Roger’s “zodiac man” and the relationship between planets and human body, but his explanation of how these tables have been produced is not explicit.[footnoteRef:26] He mentions that some of the correspondences in the second appendix can be traced back to Abu Ma’ shar, but gives no precise references to Roger’s Liber de astronomice iudicandi, limiting himself to addressing Nicholas Whyte’s dissertation on the topic.[footnoteRef:27]  [17:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’ (1996), p. 454.]  [18:  Ibidem, p. 479.]  [19:  The Emperor Frederick II’s personal astrologer was Michael Scot. Campion, N., A History of Western Astrology. The Medieval and Modern Worlds, v. II,  Bloomsbury Publishing, London 2009, p. 54.]  [20:  Ibidem, p. 463. ]  [21:  A private person, with a relaxed and humble approach, French «avoided all the internal politics of the academic profession, which were never of interest to him». Cunningham, A. ‘Roger French (12 April 1938 – 14 May 2002)’, Medical History, 46.4, Cambridge University Press (2002): 580-582.]  [22:  Burnett, C, Pingree, D., Yamamoto, K. (Eds.), The Great Introduction to Astrology by Abū Maʿšar, I, Brill, Leiden 2019, p. 5: «When Latin scholars began to be interested in Arabic astrology, it was Abū Maʿšar’s texts that they chose. Adelard of Bath found a copy of his Abbreviation of the Introduction to Astrology […] and translated it, probably in the 1120s».]  [23:  French does not forget to stress how the two disciplines were, in fact, clearly distinguished. Frederick II had a personal astrologer, but, we can read, recognised the royal licenses only to medical men properly trained at university. See McVaugh, M., Medicine Before the Plague, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1993, p. 69 reported by French, ‘Foretelling the Future’ (1996), p. 457 (esp. n. 11).]  [24:  Despite the English translation of the Minor Introduction (or Abbreviation) was published in 1994, the English version oh his Great Introduction was published only in 2019 and, therefore, is not directly quoted by French. See: Abu Ma‘šar, The Abbreviation of the Introduction to Astrology. Together with the Medieval Latin Translation of Adelard of Bath, ed. and trans. by C. Burnett, K. Yamamoto, M. Yano, Brill, Leiden 2004, and French, ‘Foretelling the Future’ (1996), p. 456, n. 7.]  [25:  French, ‘Foretelling the Future’ (1996), p. 476. He certainly does not practice geomancy as well. See ibidem, p. 461 (esp. n. 24).]  [26:  Ibidem, p. 470.]  [27:  Ibidem, n. 57. Whyte proposes that the two texts Liber de tribus generalibus judiciis astronomie and De iudiciis astronomie might be part of a single text. See: N. Whyte, Roger of Hereford's Liber de astronomice iudicandi: A Twelfth-Century Astrologer’s Manual, M.Phil. diss., Univ. Cambridge, 1991, chapter ‘The Book of Astronomical Judgements’. Consulted online: <https://nicholaswhyte.info/roger.htm>.] 

In conclusion, the articles in examinations are very distinct on many levels—typology, structure, language, use of sources, besides dealing with different contexts. Cooper proposes a fast-paced, “empirical” (as he claims) and argumentative essays, while French a slow-paced, historical, expositive essay. Both authors rely largely on primary and secondary sources, even though French provides long quotations to engage the reader directly with the matter. They are both alien and skeptic to practical astrology and yet they both bestow on astrology the alluring power of attracting the attention of wealthy patrons. Their conclusion, though, cannot be more divergent: with Cooper, Galen’s astrology is but a rhetorical tool, a sly gimmick to impress the clientele; with French, astrology and geomancy were actually believed to be able to provide the capable practitioner with the insightful gift of foreseeing the future.
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