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A contrast and comparison of the views expressed in Shoshanah Feher, ‘Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and its Constituency’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 31, No.1 (Mar., 1992), pp. 88-93 with those of T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, Vol.20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-85
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This essay contrasts and compares a paper by Shoshanah Feher, written in 1992 and published in a periodical aimed at a multi-disciplinary academic audience, with an earlier paper by T.L. Brink, published in 1978 in a periodical providing a forum for the exchange of information relating to religious research.
 Feher was investigating certain social characteristics of people who had some interest in astrology. Brink was interested in the consistency of beliefs of Roman Catholics with reference to Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation. 

Both papers were based upon results from survey samples taken from a limited class of respondents and the results were compared with the results obtained from a random sample survey of 1,000 people in the San Francisco Bay area, that had formed the basis of a paper by Robert Wuthnow published in 1976.
  Feher’s sample group was around 380 people attending an international astrological conference in 1989 in the US.  She acknowledged that her sample was ‘a select group: those with sufficient interest in astrology to attend a conference on it’.
  Brink’s sample group was around 230 junior and senior school girls attending a Roman Catholic school in Chicago in 1976, mainly ‘girls from working class families of Polish or Italian extraction’.
 Brink did not address the possibility that there could be some impact on his results because his sample was 100% female and adolescent.  However the role of gender had been considered by Wuthnow in his paper. He had found that ‘Commitment to astrology also varies with sex since the greater proportions of women showed commitment than men.’
 Feher had also noted that ‘women were disproportionately represented’ in her sample.
  In 1981 Charles F. Emmons and Jeff Sobal had noted that the young were particularly open to belief in the paranormal.
 The conclusion is that Brink did not address potentially significant issues about his sample group’s approach to astrology and reincarnation  when comparing the results from his survey group with those of Wuthnow. Feher acknowledged that her survey sample was different to that of Wuthnow but concluded that it was still possible to look at the interesting questions which emerged when her data was compared with that of Wuthnow.
 

Both Feher and Brink compared their results and conclusions with the conclusion of  Wuthnow that astrology appealed most to the ‘more traditionally marginal members of society’.
 To assess marginality Wuthnow had used an index of 5 factors which covered colour, gender, education, marital status and health problems.
 Feher’s research concluded that the respondents to her study were not socially marginal but part of main stream middle America, and compared to the general population, were broadly richer, better educated and more likely to be white.
 Feher considered the criteria used in Wuthnow’s marginality index problematic but applied that index to her data in order to contrast her results with those of Wuthnow.
 Feher concluded that marginality decreased as interest in astrology increased and that most of her respondents were at the low end of Wuthnow’s  marginality scale.
 She identified two possible reasons for the differences in results. The first was either that in the 18 years since Wuthnow’s survey there had been a change in the social profile of people attracted to astrology or that those who were previously marginal had improved their status in educational and career terms.
 Her second possible explanation was that the samples types used for the surveys were different.
 Feher posited a solution that there is a continuum of those interested in astrology and her sample group, who were not socially marginal and very interested in astrology, were at one end and Wuthnow’s socially marginal group were at the other end.
  She further hypothesised that the socially marginal treated astrology as a leisure activity while her privileged group engaged seriously with astrology.
  Brink’s survey study was on consistency of belief about Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation. Writing in 1976, close to the date of Wuthnow’s research, Brink concluded that his results might support those of Wuthnow on marginality.
 However Brink did not address the sociological issues which formed the basis for Wuthnow’s conclusions and although Brink referred to Wuthnow’s marginality index, he did not use it. Instead Brink treated non acceptance of Roman Catholic rituals, such as baptism or the last rites, as in itself evidence of social marginality. Accordingly while Feher engaged with Wuthnow’s research on a comparable basis and used the marginality index Brink did not apply criteria equivalent to those used by Wuthnow or address the issue of social marginality in the same sense. It could be argued that there is some inconsistency in Feher’s use of data when assessing her continuum theory.  Wuthnow’s research showed that for each increase in educational level there was a more or less steady decrease in commitment to astrology, a finding which does not seem consistent with the continuum hypothesis advanced by Feher.
 Brink did not produce any independent evidence to show that those who did not support some aspects of Catholic ritual were socially marginal. If he considered that his survey was in itself evidence of marginality arguably his use of it was inconsistent. While the majority of those surveyed wanted to receive the last rites or have their children baptised (Brink described these as socially orientated rituals) little over half considered that it was good for a family to be religious.
 Arguably the role of religion within the family is a similarly social issue, but Brink ignored this result in relation to social marginality. Thus there is a material difference in the way that Feher and Brink used their own survey material and the preceding research of Wuthnow on social marginality both in their reasoning and in their conclusions. Feher applied Wuthnow’s criteria to her data and concluded that they did not match.
 Brink found some support for Wuthnow’s views on marginality and belief in astrology but actually applied a different criterion to those used by Wuthnow. 

The analytical approach of the two papers is different. Feher stated an open approach of seeing how well her results matched those of earlier scholars, though her paper actually only addresses the results of Wuthnow.
  Brink started with a working hypothesis that simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation was logically impossible and that therefore a study of the beliefs of Roman Catholic girls would show a belief in one only of the three.
 Brink assumed that the ‘fatalism’ of astrology and reincarnation made it impossible to accept both and also that each of them was inconsistent with the doctrine of the Catholic Church.
 The results did not support Brink’s hypothesis on inconsistency of belief. Girls who believed in astrology did not show substantially different views on religious issues to those who did not believe in it.
 Similar results were obtained on those who believed in reincarnation.
 However it may be that Brink should not have been surprised at his results. The Jesuit academic Laurence Cassidy wrote in 1978 that in his view there was nothing in scripture or tradition which prevents ‘tranquil acceptance of both Roman Catholicism and astrology’, as he considered that it depended on how ‘astrology’ was understood.
  Alan Leo, a well-known astrologer, wrote in 1925  that in his view natal astrology had no permanent value without reincarnation.
  Neither Brink nor Feher attempted to define astrology nor did Brink try to define reincarnation, though definition lay at the heart of the study undertaken by Brink. Feher did not deal with religious issues raised in Wuthnow’s paper.  Her data showed that 25% of her survey respondents said they had a current religious identity and 10% identified themselves as Catholic.
 However she did not comment on this aspect of the data. Wuthnow in his paper in 1976 considered whether astrology was a new type of religious expression or a religious surrogate and he had concluded that astrology may function like or as a surrogate for more conventional religious commitments.
 Brink did deal with it and concluded that his study did not confirm that astrology could be a surrogate for religion, as the girls treated them as simultaneous beliefs.
  Thus Feher did not engage with the issue of astrology as a surrogate for religion raised in Wuthnow’s paper. Brink did engage with it but found that it was not supported by his work. 

This essay has looked at two papers to contrast and compare their approach to research into astrology and certain of its cultural ramifications. While each paper considered an earlier paper by Wuthnow in the light of survey sample evidence the samples used were specific compared to the random group used by Wuthnow. The conclusions reached in the two papers under comparison were different. Feher concluded her findings did not support those of Wuthnow and attempted to explain that by means of a hypothesis of continuum. Brink found some support for Wuthnow on marginality, but on a different basis. Brink found no support for Wuthnow’s conclusions on astrology as a surrogate for religion. Feyer did not address the issue of religion.
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