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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Word count: 1550

INTRODUCTION

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search times ‘Astronomy’ and ‘Culture’. The two papers chosen are Victoria Vesna, ‘Toward a Third Culture: Being in Between’, Leonardo, vol. 34, No. 2, (2001), pp. 121–125, and William R. Stoeger, ‘Astronomy's Integrating Impact on Culture: A Ladrièrean Hypothesis’, Leonardo, vol. 29, No. 2, (1996), pp. 151–154.
Defining the main terms used in both papers is relevant for the present analysis, in order to have a better understanding. On the first paper, when referring to humanists and scientists Victoria Vesna uses the expression “two cultures”, as if they are different entities
. This use of the word ‘culture’ is similar to one of the senses of the term proposed by Terry Eagleton on which ‘culture as way of life is an aestheticized version of society’
.The concept of ‘culture’ in the second paper is actually defined there by the author William Stoeger who uses a broad and narrow sense as suggested by the philosopher and scientist Jean Ladrière. Culture on the wide meaning is a set of institutions that represent the framework on which a society is conveyed while shaping the personalities and possibilities of its integrants, and on the more restricted sense, the term culture ‘signifies all those aspects of “culture” in the broad sense that oriented toward both self-fulfillment and community fulfillment’
. On this second paper, the terms ‘Astronomy’ and ‘Cosmology’ are used indistinctively throughout the article and in most of the cases united as if it was referring to the same scientific field
, which confirms the affirmation of Nicholas Campion who says that is extensive to use these words as synonyms
.

The comparison is focused on two themes. First, the difference in the usage of the concept of ‘technology’, and second, the idea of having an integrative role in society as a major concern for both authors, although each one of them present his/her arguments in a different way and using founded/unfounded claims.
Technology

The word ‘technology’ was seen to be used in different ways on the two papers. On one hand, on the majority of her paper Vesna applies it as a tool, machine or device, but on few sections it refers to it as a field or area. The employment of ‘technology’ as a tool, can be inferred from the very first sentence of the article ‘Artists working with computer and other technologies from the scientific world...’. Actually on the second page, after referring to the use of new technologies it says ‘by utilizing tools familiar to scientists’, on which it confirms that technology is something you employ and deal with, therefore, an instrument or device, although not necessarily material since Vesna refers to the handling of digital technology on the third page
. Even this extensive use of the word, in a small number of opportunities Vesna employs a different perspective, putting on the same page, science, art and technology, presenting them as working fields
.
On the other hand, on the second paper analysed, Stoeger uses ‘technology’ as a more complex term, he defines it as a system or culture element. On the beginning of the article he treats the subject using Ladrière’s framework where he says that ‘systems of knowledge and technology are important components of culture’. On the rest of the writing, it can be found that the words science and technology are joined as talking about the same subject, but not having the same meaning. As Stoeger directly says ‘Though the sciences and technology could be regarded separately, they would be strongly connected with cultural [narrow sense] and economic systems in any case’
, it can be deduced that for his paper, science and technology have the same interactions with society and culture (broad sense), and were treated as common systems for the analysis.
As shown above, the definition of ‘technology’ is certainly different on both papers and presents the contrasting way in which each author uses the term to bring up his arguments. Vesna uses two different meanings and shows no concern of framing them; she uses the word ‘technology’ as a tool but also as an area of study. On the contrary, Stoeger clearly outlines the way he will use the term, which in his case, is a component of culture (broad sense). As Philip Faulkner and others affirm ‘...the “thick” conception of technology adopted within the SCOT approach, one that includes not just artefacts, but also the knowledge, practices and institutions associated with them’
, this key term has multiple senses which reflects its complexity and varying presentations on scholarly papers.
Integrative Role in society 

A similar idea that both papers deal with it is the thought of integrating society. Each one of them nominates an area to do so and explains how the role is played. The latter shows great differences of approach in the terms of writing style, logical structure and use of examples, explanations and evidences to support their views.

On her text, Vesna proposes the media artists (those working with technology) as the “Third Culture”, the one that will build up a bridge between humanities and science by the means of active dialogue with both cultures
. Curiously Vesna is a media artist, as she directly states in her biography section of her website. Reason why in many places of the paper, she refers as ‘we’ and ‘our work’ when talking about artists working with technology, situation that indirectly shows that she is talking to her colleagues although the text can be of interest for the other areas involved in the discussion. In addition, she presents her analyses as opinions where the words, ‘I would argue’, ‘I have discovered’, ‘I sympathise’ and ‘I feel’ are used in many of her arguments
. 
Furthermore, Vesna states that artists play a critical role on healing the communication and collaboration gaps between literary intellectuals and scientists and it is done by using new technologies which are employed and familiar to both parties. Yet, she does not present any evidence or examples on how the technology (as a tool) helps the artists to make the bridge. Moreover, she states that a dynamic conversation with scientists and humanists is critical to do the integrating job, where negotiation is the key. But, how and when this dialogue needs or should be done is not presented, nor any use of other scholars’ researches, resulting in an unsupported argument. Besides, the first paper is not written in a logical sequence where the conclusion is found on the introduction as it says ‘Thus we [artist working with technologies] are placed in between these “Two Cultures”, which creates a triangle and promises the emergence of a third culture’. The consequent paragraphs and themes do not follow a certain order and the conclusion is reached without solid bases
.
Alternatively, the other paper postulates a different actor for an integrating role in culture, although not specific for the bonding of science-humanities as Vesna scrutinized. Stoeger concludes that astronomy and cosmology areas act as catalysers of cultural integration by generating positive impact. He structures his argument based on the theory of destructuration (pre-integration) and restructuration (re-integration) described by Ladrière. Stoeger used Ladrière´s treatment on how elements of science and technology influence, impact and assimilate in a culture, in order to focus on astronomy and cosmology. The logical and structured order he uses, guides the reader (mainly any interested on these two scientific areas) on a comfortable and understandable journey towards a solid conclusion. He does this by first presenting the questions to analyse, second framing and defining, then describing the cultural systems, then presenting the two phases of processes of impact and finally postulating his hypothesis that answers the initial queries. His conclusion is based in numerous ways on how astronomy and cosmology play the position of integrating agents in social evolution, acting like science and technology in destructuration but having a unique role in positive restructuration
.
As mentioned previously, Vesna and Stoeger share their concern of having an integrated society but nominated different areas to do the task. The first one postulated media artists as bridges between scientists and humanists in order to help with the language and social gaps they have and the second proposed astronomy and cosmology as scientific areas that play a distinctive and constructive task in both pre-integration and re-integration phases of cultural impact. Besides, to build up their theory, a great difference of approach was found: Vesna presented a more opinion-based argument while Stoeger used founded claims.
CONCLUSION

This essay compared and contrasted two papers that each shared the subject matter of ‘Astronomy’ and ‘Culture’. On both of them the word ‘technology’ was important, on which Vesna used it as a tool and a study field, while Stoeger mentioned it as a cultural system. They both are interested in the idea of a cohesive society. On one hand Vesna presented the media artists as communication links between the divided scientists and humanists, although her approach was not so evidence supported. In contrast, Stoeger showed how astronomy and cosmology particularly contribute in social change via a structured, solid and illustrated argument. This is a representation of how unique can be a certain approach towards a subject using different styles in academic writing.
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