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A Critical Review of Two Papers from JSTOR on the Topic of Astronomy and Culture
	This essay will be a critical review of two INSAP (The Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena) Conference papers written in 1996. “Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis” by William Stoeger and “Astronomy, Science Fiction and Popular Culture: 1277 to 2001 (And beyond)” by Guy Consolmagno both appeared in the journal ‘Leonardo’ and tackle the same question of the relation between astronomy and culture. Both articles take different approaches to the topic, with Stoeger focussing on the work of philosopher Ladrièrean while Consolmagno focuses on the relationship between science fiction, astronomy and culture. Stoeger places the relationship between the two as a form of destructuration and restructuration, noting this happens in a positive way, where Consolmagno says the relationship works both ways with the wonder and awe that each inspire in the other. This essay will compare these two articles and their strengths and weaknesses in referencing, methodology and their concepts. The influence of astronomy on culture, and vice versa, is a complex issue with many different points of view, and these two articles play an important role in the study and understanding of the topic and the different ways one can address their relationship.
Stoeger’s paper is attempting to answer what astronomy and cosmology’s influence on culture is and if there is a positive or negative impact. This article was written for the INSAP Conference and was published in the 1996 issue of ‘Leonardo’. Stoeger’s primary focus is on the work of Belgian philosopher and scientist Jean Ladrièrean, specifically the ideas developed in his study titled ‘The Challenge Presented to Cultures by Science and Technology’[footnoteRef:1]. By focussing on the framework presented by Ladrièrean and setting out questions in his first paragraph, Stoeger is able to present a concise look at the history of astrology in relation to culture and develop his own philosophy on the connection of the two. Stoeger references a few other works, however, overall does not include a lot of evidence for his proposals. His methodology comes across quite weak to the reader as after briefly describing the work of Ladrièrean and addressing his own ideas, Stoeger offers little to no back-up for what he is presenting. His own ideas on the topic only come in the last fourth of the paper[footnoteRef:2], but he seems to be working along the same ideas of culture as Eagleton, that “culture… is a concept derived from nature”[footnoteRef:3]. This article does offer the reader greater understanding of older and complicated ideas and does well to translate them in a modern way, such a destructuration - “For a culture to be effective … it must act in a complementary, coordinated manner, rendering the whole self-stabilizing”[footnoteRef:4]. This idea is in line with Eagleton’s definition of culture. Stoeger understands the limitations of his article saying it needs to be “complemented, modified and substantiated by detailed historical, sociological and anthropological research”[footnoteRef:5] but the failure to properly address some of these issues in more depth can leave the reader confused about Stoeger’s final hypothesis on the topic.  [1:  William R. Stoeger, “Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis.” Leonardo, 29:2 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996) p. 151]  [2:  Stoeger, Leonardo, (1996) p.153]  [3:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000) p.1]  [4:  Stoeger, Leonardo, (1996) p.153]  [5:  Stoeger, Leonardo, (1996) p.151] 

	Consolmagno tackles his article in a different way, with his focus being on science fiction and how it effects the relationship between culture and astronomy. The article states the importance stories have always had over culture, from Greek myths to Dante, and places science fiction in the same class[footnoteRef:6]. Consolmagno follows similar ideas as posed by Eagleton who stated “science fiction belongs to ‘mass’ or popular culture, a category which floats ambiguously between the anthropological and the aesthetic”[footnoteRef:7] an idea that Consolmagno expands on to include science fiction in the culture, but not necessarily one on its own. The work of science fiction is based on scientific, particularly astronomical, discoveries. When the moon was first mapped it was “no longer merely a heavenly body, the Moon had become a place”[footnoteRef:8], which then brought interest in those concepts to the public in a more relatable way. The new concept brought by Consolmagno is the influence science fiction has had on astronomy itself; the relationship is not just one-sided. The hope and wonder brought by science fiction, the example of Star Trek is used well by Consolmagno, has transferred those feelings into the science of astronomy as well. Where other sciences have no particular feelings associated with them Consolmagno attributes the sense of these feelings on science fiction “astronomy, tied to science fiction both by its subject matter and its love of wonder, is thus also viewed as optimistic”[footnoteRef:9]. The article has a lot of evidence to support these claims and is well referenced. There is a clear philosophy throughout and a lot of support. There is some assumptions on Consolmagno’s part on the knowledge of the reader with a lot of references to popular culture that are partially explained but require some prior knowledge from the reader.  [6:  Guy J. Consolmagno, “Astronomy, Science Fiction and Popular Culture: 1277 to 2001 (And beyond).” Leonardo 29:2 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996) p. 127]  [7:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (2000) p.36]  [8:  Consolmagno, Leonardo, (1996) p.128]  [9:  Consolmagno, Leonardo, (1996) p.131] 

	Both articles are written for the same audience, they are published from the same INSAP conference and address similar topics. Both are attempting to define the relationship between culture and astronomy. By analysing both articles, the reader can assess which produces a better outcome. Stoeger has a very well formulated argument but the structure of the article lacks a logical direction. Whilst there is a lot of great referencing, and good use of primary sources (such as the work by Ladrièrean), the article reads more as an introduction to a larger essay than as a self-contained article. Stoeger only develops his own argument in the end of the essay in bullet point form which succinctly gets his points across but does not give the reader enough depth into his argument[footnoteRef:10]. Using Ladrièrean as his primary evidence works well with the arguments being presented by Stoeger but there is a lack of other sources to back up any points made. In contrast, the work by Consolmagno uses a large variety of sources, mainly science fiction books and movies presented as evidence, as well as a few other academic sources to strengthen any points made[footnoteRef:11]. Consolmagno structures his article in a more reasonable way, with a clear introduction to the topic and has placed his arguments throughout the article backed up with evidence from multiple sources. From the beginning of the article the reader is aware of how Consolmagno focuses more on one aspect of culture that has been affected, science fiction, and brings succinct and in-depth arguments about the changes to the science fiction zeitgeist after astronomical advancements[footnoteRef:12].  Stoeger however explains the effect of astronomy on culture through having phases of destructuration and positive restructuration. Both have very similar arguments about how astronomy and culture relate and have influenced each other; Consolmagno towards wonder, Stoeger towards the values that create culture. While both articles could have used more primary sources on the concept of culture, they have both done well to define their ideas of the connection between culture and astronomy. [10:  Stoeger, Leonardo, (1996) p. 153]  [11:  Consolmagno, Leonardo, (1996) pp. 131-132]  [12:  Consolmagno, Leonardo, (1996) p. 129] 

Both Consolmagno and Stoeger present different techniques and philosophies in their articles while conveying the same point. Where Consolmagno compares changes in the sci-fi genre based on social interest in astronomy, vice-versa, Stoeger focuses on Ladrièrean’s work to show the relationship between culture and astronomy. Each article has its own strengths and weaknesses but the reader can use both together to better understand current theories and how these topics are being written about in academia. Consolmagno may be more accessible to those from outside this field of research but who have popular culture knowledge, whereas Stoeger goes into more depth over a single body of work by Ladrièrean which can have great implications on the way the field has changed and what has remained important. Both articles show the importance of a variety of sources and evidence and how that can hinder your message when not used correctly, or written about in a logical structure. In the end these two articles show how even when writing on the same topic and for the same audience there are multitudes of directions to take and to attempt to cover all facets is a collective effort. 





















References
Consolmagno, Guy J., “Astronomy, Science Fiction and Popular Culture: 1277 to 2001 (And beyond).” Leonardo 29:2 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996)
Eagleton, Terry, The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000)
Stoeger, William R., “Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis.” Leonardo, 29:2 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996)

1

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





