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This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search terms ‘Astronomy’ and ‘Culture’.  The two papers chosen are Daniel Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers: Astronomy, UFOs and a persistence of vision’, eds. Nicholas Campion and Rolf Sinclair, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 16, Nos. 1 and 2, 2012, pp. 193-206, and Guy J. Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture: 1277 to 2001 (And beyond)’, Leonardo, Vol. 29, No. 2, 1996, pp. 127-132.  Consolmagno’s paper was originally presented at the conference ‘The Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena’ 1994.[footnoteRef:1] The conference brought together scholars from diverse backgrounds to discuss the impact on human culture of humanity’s relationship with the sky.[footnoteRef:2]  The style is easy to read, and is argued from a historical academic point of view.  Armstrong’s paper has discussed his interest in the UFO phenomena, and the observations of Mars by Percival Lowell.  The paper includes photographic images he took as a child trying to replicate the images of UFOs published in Australasian Post and Pix magazines.[footnoteRef:3] The inclusion of these photographs adds to the paper’s engaging personal style. [1:  Guy J. Consolmagno, ‘Astronomy, Science Fiction and Popular culture: 1277 to 2001 (And beyond)’, 
   Leonardo, 29, (1996), 127-132 (p. 127).]  [2:  Chris Impey, ‘The Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena’, ed. Nicholas Campion and Rolf Sinclair, Culture 
   and Cosmos, 16, (2012), 5-17 (p. 1).]  [3:  Daniel Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers: Astronomy, UFOs and a persistence of vision’, ed. Nicholas Campion 
   and Rolf Sinclair, Culture and Cosmos, 16, (2012), 193-206 (p. 194).] 


Armstrong and Consolmagno are from different academic backgrounds. Armstrong is a photographic artist, and university lecturer.[footnoteRef:4] He has argued since the mid twentieth century,  that photography has played a key role educating the public about the universe, particularly in   providing definitive evidence that Mars was not inhabited as has been portrayed in science fiction novels.[footnoteRef:5] Consolmagno is an astronomer, Jesuit brother, and author of popular astronomy books.[footnoteRef:6] Consolmagno has  suggested  discoveries in astronomy have inspired science fiction, and popular culture has benefited from learning about astronomy while questioning humankind’s place in the universe through stories about the cultural experience of alien contact.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  ‘Mr Daniel Armstrong: Staff Profile’, Lecturer in Art and Performance, Deakin University, Melbourne, 
    Faculty of Arts and Education, http://www.deakin.edu.au/about-deakin/people/daniel-armstrong#tab_1--1 , 
    [accessed  November 1, 2018].                                 ]  [5:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 206.]  [6:  ‘Bio: Brother  Guy Consolmagno SJ’, Vatican Observatory Foundation, 
   https://www.vofoundation.org/presidents-message/ , [accessed November 1, 2018].]  [7:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 131.] 


This essay will compare and contrast  the papers of Armstrong and Consolmagno considering three points: first, both papers have suggested  astronomical observations in the late nineteenth century led to the  invention of  the science fiction genre; second, the papers differ in that Armstrong has focused on astronomical photography and the Mars observations of Percival Lowell,  whereas Consolmagno has concentrated on the role of literature and film in science fiction; third, Consolmagno has suggested science fiction  used fantasy and aliens to discuss social issues, and promote cultural values, whereas Armstrong made minimal comment.

Both papers have argued astronomical observations in the late nineteenth century contributed to the invention of the science fiction genre. Consolmagno suggested fiction concerning space-travel was introduced by Jules Verne in 1863 with the publication of From Earth to the Moon, and Around the Moon in 1872 where he quoted from a book Der Mond by W. Beer and J.H. von Mädler which accurately described the Moon’s surface.[footnoteRef:8] The published observations of Mars by  Percival Lowell from 1894 to his death in 1916 suggested the surface of Mars was covered in canals channelling  water from polar ice caps to irrigate a dying planet, in an attempt to save the Martian  race.[footnoteRef:9] Both Consolmagno and Armstrong argued Powell’s vision of Mars influenced H.G.Wells’ book War of the Worlds,  in 1898, which described a race of Martians fleeing their dying planet.[footnoteRef:10]  Steven Dick supports this view, and suggested the serialised magazine version of War of the Worlds in 1897 coincided with the first wave of UFO sightings, indicating a public acceptance of life beyond Earth.[footnoteRef:11] Armstrong suggested the heavily illustrated books by Wells contributed to the plausibility of his stories, since ideas are communicated easily with pictures, and this is supported by Stoeger.[footnoteRef:12]  The cheaply produced pulp-fiction magazines of the early twentieth century further promoted science fiction to the public, and Consolmagno argued the genre was firmly established in popular culture by the 1970s when the first science fiction books made the New York Times best-seller list.[footnoteRef:13] Both papers provided a convincing argument that early astronomical observations led to the science fiction genre. [8:  Consolmagno, ‘Astronomy, Science  Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 128.]  [9:  Consolmagno, ‘Astronomy, Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 128; Armstrong, ‘Citing 
   the Saucers’, p. 203.]  [10:  Consolmagno, ‘Astronomy, Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 128; Armstrong, ‘Citing 
    the Saucers’, p. 200.]  [11:  Steven J. Dick, ‘Other Worlds: The Cultural Significance of the Extraterrestrial Life Debate’, Leonardo, 29, 
    (1996), 133-137 ( p. 135 and 137).]  [12:  William R. Stoeger, ‘Astronomy’s Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’, Leonardo, 29, 
    (1996), 151-154 (p. 152); Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 200.]  [13:  The Vintage Library, ‘What is Pulp Fiction’,  https://www.vintagelibrary.com/pulpfiction/introduction/What-
   Is-Pulp-Fiction.php , [accessed November 1, 2018].] 


The papers differ in that Armstrong has focused on astronomical photography and  the Mars observations of Percival Lowell, and Consolmagno has concentrated on science fiction literature and film. Unlike Consolmagno, Armstrong has extensively discussed the observations of Lowell, and has questioned whether Lowell believed what he published; did Lowell experience eye strain or phosphenes; or did Lowell see what he wanted to see.[footnoteRef:14] Without photographic evidence Lowell’s vision of Mars persisted, and excited popular culture.[footnoteRef:15]  In 1965 the Mariner 4 spacecraft returned photographic images of Mars showing no obvious evidence of life, which crushed the ‘romantic vision’ of Mars portrayed by Lowell, yet  Lowell’s vision has lingered in popular culture, and Armstrong questioned why this is the case, but with no final conclusion.[footnoteRef:16] Armstrong has emphasised the value of photography in astronomical research, and draws a parallel between the photography ending Lowell’s vision of Mars, and his own experimental photographs of UFOs which raised doubts regarding the authenticity of magazine images.[footnoteRef:17] We may never know how Lowell came to his conclusions on Mars, however, Armstrong has suggested Lowell wanted to see an alien world.[footnoteRef:18] [14:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 193 and 205.]  [15:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 206.]  [16:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 206.]  [17:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 196.]  [18:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 193 and 205.] 


The papers differ in that Consolmagno suggested science fiction has used fantasy and aliens to discuss social issues, and promote cultural values, whereas Armstrong has made minimal comment. Consolmagno has concentrated on literature, and  argued fairy tales and myths have established  ideas in popular culture, since once an idea is transformed into story form it is easily remembered.[footnoteRef:19] Consolmagno argued science fiction writers have  used traditional literary themes of  ‘good versus evil’, in a fairy tale style to convey values and attitudes, and this view is supported by Dick.[footnoteRef:20]  Armstrong  commented on the radio broadcast in 1938 of War of the Worlds, and the reported public fear of an invasion of Earth, but he does not comment further.[footnoteRef:21]  Social issues such as the Civil Rights movement in America were highlighted in alien world fantasy plots, and environmental issues in Frank Herbert’s Dune.[footnoteRef:22] This view is again supported by Dick when suggesting  C.S. Lewis used the alien story in  defence of  Christianity in Out of the Silent Planet. [footnoteRef:23] However, Dick noted science fiction gained more credibility when scientists such as Fred Hoyle, Arthur C. Clarke, Carl Sagan and others joined the genre.[footnoteRef:24] Stoeger has argued astronomy and cosmology alone are not unifiers of culture, rather it is systems of meaning and value that are the unifying principles.[footnoteRef:25] [19:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 127.]  [20:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 130;  Dick, ‘Other Worlds’, p. 135.]  [21:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 200.]  [22:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 130.]  [23:  Dick, ‘Other Worlds’, p. 135.]  [24:  Dick, ‘Other Worlds’, p. 135.]  [25:  Stoeger, ‘Astronomy’s  Integrating Impact on Culture’, p. 154.
     ] 


Consolmagno  argued one of the major themes of science fiction is the search for knowledge and our place in the universe. Frazier supports this view and suggested it is a driving force behind astronomical observation.[footnoteRef:26] One of the mission orders of  starship Enterprise in Star Trek,  is ‘to explore new worlds’, and to  ‘boldly go where no man has gone before’.[footnoteRef:27] Consolmagno  argued Star Trek  moreover succeeded in delivering a cultural message, including a “prime directive” for the star fleet  not to interfere with the development of alien cultures.[footnoteRef:28] This directive is similar to cultural relativism,  and Tilley has noted that in a cultural context  “no moral judgment is universally valid”.[footnoteRef:29]  Eagleton has suggested that even the highest of human cultural endeavours have evolved from humble beginnings, and  therefore culture cannot be forced on people, consequently alien cultures should be left to progress at their own pace.[footnoteRef:30] Some quotations in Consolmagno’s paper  have  not been referenced,  for example a quote by Arthur C. Clarke, that  “a sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic”. This is unfortunate as the knowledge would be valuable.[footnoteRef:31] Consolmagno’s  paper is very detailed on the history of science fiction and he has referenced  experts in the field, and provided a convincing argument that science fiction discussed social issues and cultural values. [26:  Kendrick Frazier, ‘Stars, Sky and Culture’, Science News, 116, (1979), 90-93 (p. 90).]  [27:  Dick, ‘Other Worlds’, p. 137.]  [28:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 130.]  [29:  John J. Tilley, ‘Cultural Relativism’, Human Rights Quarterly, 22, (2000), 501-547 (p. 505).]  [30:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (Maiden: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 2000), p. 6.]  [31:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 129 and 131.] 


Armstrong and Consolmagno come to different conclusions regarding astronomy and culture. Discoveries in astronomy raise questions on the uniqueness of  humanity in the universe.[footnoteRef:32] Armstrong concluded his paper expressing the view that we have ‘become  the visitors from another world’ as our robotic vehicles and remote cameras venture into space to capture images of  the universe.[footnoteRef:33]  While Consolmagno  suggested the overriding  theme of science fiction, despite  multiple contacts with aliens, was that humans are still considered the  ‘central characters’ in the universe,  as if they had missed the ‘Copernican Revolution’.[footnoteRef:34] [32:  Stoeger, ‘Astronomy’s Impact on Culture’, p. 152.]  [33:  Armstrong, ‘Citing the Saucers’, p. 206.]  [34:  Consolmagno, ‘Science Fiction and Popular Culture’, p. 131.] 


This essay compared and contrasted two papers which shared the subject matter of ‘astronomy’ and ‘culture’. These subjects were discussed considering three points of comparison. First, both authors agreed that astronomical observations of the late nineteenth century led to the invention of science fiction, which became so successful that it impacted popular culture, and belief in alien life became a possibility. Both authors provided a convincing argument. Second, the papers differ in that Armstrong focused on astronomical photography and the Mars observations of Percival Lowell, while Consolmagno concentrated on literature and film in science fiction. Armstrong concluded Lowell wanted to see an alien world, and although his ‘romantic vision’ of Mars was crushed by photography, this vision has lingered in popular culture. Third, Consolmagno suggested the use of aliens in science fiction stories facilitated the discussion of social issues and cultural values, whereas Armstrong made minimal comment. Consolmagno provided a convincing argument that science fiction is more than science fantasy, as the stories provide an extensive discussion of social issues and cultural values. Armstrong considered astronomy and culture through a more subjective view to that of Consolmagno, however, both papers have shown that humanity is driven to search for knowledge, meaning and understanding of our place in the universe.
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