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A critical comparison of two JSTOR papers

Word Count: 1521
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search times ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’. The two papers chosen are Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology And Marginality’, Journal For The Scientific Study Of Religion, 15. 2 (Jun., 1976), 157 -168, and of Shoshanah Feher, ‘Who Looks To The Stars? Astrology And Its Constituency’, Journal For The Scientific Study of Religion, 31. 1 (Mar., 1992), 88-93.

Both papers explored the demographics of those interested in astrology.
 Wuthnow used a survey to test whether astrology was part of a counterculture movement or an interest of ‘the uneducated, unemployed, the ill, or the lonely’
. The data was ‘collected by professional interviewers from the Survey Research Center from a random sample of 1000 persons age 16 and over living in San Francisco Area’
. By contrast, Feher’s study was ‘exploratory’, as she ‘had access to a unique situation which allowed me to collect an equally unique data set’, when she presented a survey to attendees at UAC’89, an Astrological Conference. 
 Her results were different to those suggested by Wuthnow.
 The reasons of these conversely opposite outcomes can be discussed under three headings: defining astrology, who looks at the stars and astrology as a religious practice.
Defining astrology
Neither Wuthnow nor Feher defined the word astrology. There were significant differences in Feher’s and Wuthnow’s results.
 Feher identified two reasons: the period of time elapsed between both studies and the different sample types.
 Since the definition of astrology varies, it may be important to clarify how the term is understood as it may be affecting these measurements. Nicholas Campion suggested that astrology ‘exists only within a cultural context’
. While Margaret Hone, claimed that ‘it is not easy to formulate a definition to suit us all’, Patrick Curry stated that ‘Astrology is the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated’.
 Not only did Wuthnow not define astrology but also made several references to the word horoscopes. 
 This term may be misleading. Nicholas Campion defined it as ‘a highly codified diagram of the heavens for a precise time and place’.
 However, if not clearly specified, it is possible that some people may misunderstand its meaning. In his questionnaire, Wuthnow asked if the participants knew what a horoscope was but did not attempt to put forward a common definition of the term.
 Thus, it could be said that he did not test if they actually knew what a horoscope was but if the thought they knew. 
On the contrary, Feher participants were assisting to a professional convention of astrology, held by three professional astrological organizations in the USA. She did not ask them to define the words astrology or horoscope. Nor if they believed in any of those terms. Instead, she focused on their demographic values as all attendees had enough knowledge and interest in astrology as to go to a conference about the subject.
 Her results are contrary to those of Wuthnow
.
It could be argued that Wuthnow’s participants believed they knew what a horoscope was, when, in fact, they did not. Feher suggested that astrological activity may range from mass culture to professional status, thus explaining the contrasting results.
 But this statement must be taken with caution as Wuthnow did not define astrology, horoscope or belief to their sample studies and Feher addressed only demographic questions. As Feher states, it may not be valid to precisely compare their results.
 Furthermore, Wuthnow’s question about believing in astrology may not be fully valid. In his PhD dissertation, Nicholas Campion tested the impact of the word belief and asserted that most astrologers considered such a term inappropriate to be applied to a practice they experienced every day.

Who looks at the stars
According to Wuthnow, the uneducated, the ethnic minorities, the women, the ones out of work or with broken marriages, the overweight and sick, and the lonely have shown the greatest interest in astrology.
 However, these results need to be interpreted with caution. Wuthnow used his own created index, called ‘index of social marginality’ to prove his point.
 The main weakness with this value is that it had not been tested to demonstrate that it could actually measure marginality. Wuthnow assumed that it did and that ‘deprivation is a cumulative phenomenon’.
 Furthermore, it seems that Wuthnow’s understanding of the marginality is questionable, a claim that was also raised by Feher.
 Nor did he provide evidence on a certain number of statements such as ‘One expectation which most people share is to marry and lead conventional family lives’ or ‘most people also expect to have steady jobs during that part of their life when they are members of the labor force’.
 In 1954, Paul Wallin claimed that marriage expectancy was dependable on the perception of happiness in their parent’s marriage.
 A later article (inaccessible to Wuthnow at the time of his research) also demonstrated that there were racial and ethnic differences in the desire to marry.
 In 2001, Jens Rydström examined the history on gay marriage in Scandinavia and questioned whether or not the LGBTI community had true desires of getting married or if they just wanted similar status than that of heterosexual couples. 
 Thus the evidence suggests that getting married may not be an expectation shared by everyone. Regarding the desirability for a job, according to Christopher Jencks, Lauri Perman and Lee Rainwater, there was not much information available at the time of Wuthnow’s research. 

On the other hand, Shoshanah Feher found that most people seriously interested in astrology had ‘at least some college education’, were white and had a job.
 In contrast to Wuthnow’s findings, no evidence of marginality was detected
. Though Feher did not trust Wuthnow’s marginality index, she used it to compare her results which were contrasting.
 She mentioned that different characteristics of the taken sample on each study may have influenced her results.
 Feher thus proposed that ‘different adherents (…) are differentially susceptible to participation’.
 She suggested a ‘continuum hypothesis’ that depended on the level of professionalism applied to the practice of astrology (‘from the level of mass culture to professional status’). 

Surprisingly, both Wuthnow and Feher had similar results in one aspect: ‘women were disproportionately represented’
. Wuthnow claimed that women tend to hold stronger believes in astrology than men and Feher noticed an abundance of women in the conference.
 According to Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, ‘Stone Age women were uniquely placed to be the original scientists, mathematicians, artists, theologians and cosmological world-makers’.
 But their power was stolen by men, thus the emerging of solar deities and their myths.
 In 1975, 186 scientists signed an objection to astrology, depicting astrologers as charlatans and thus marginalizing its practice. In fact, the tone of the letter was considered so authoritarian by Carl Sagan that he refused to sign it
. In contrast to the abundance of women present in Wuthnow’s and Feher’s studies, the demographics of the astronomical community show a majority of male members.
 This evidence may support Wuthnow’s idea that Astrology may give room to some marginalized members of a patriarchic society
.
Astrology as a religious practice

Wuthnow held the view that ‘astrology serves as a surrogate for more conventional religious practice’.
 He found that people interested in horoscopes were less likely to attend to church.
 Thus he claimed that astrology had a certain religious purpose. ‘If astrology performs religious functions, its adherents should exhibit less commitment to other, more conventional forms of religion’. 
 However, he did not provide evidence to claim that different religious practices could not be hold together. 

Similarly, Shoshanah Feher found that most of the people who had attended UAC’89 did not identify themselves either as Protestants, Catholics or Jewish but held either another religion or none.
 These data may support Wuthnow’s hypothesis but should be taken with caution. Nicholas Campion pointed out that most astrologers do not see astrology as a religion and that though some of its practices may be considered as such in a wide understanding of the term, to say ‘Astrology is religion’ is a mistake
.

Conclusion

This paper has reviewed three key aspects on Wuthnow’s and Feher’s research on astrology and its constituency.
 While Wuthnow found that the marginalized showed more interest in astrology, most of Feher results were dramatically opposite, perhaps due to different approaches to astrology (from mass culture to professional practice).
 The only common result was a stronger attraction from women to astrology.
 This data could support the idea that some marginalized members of a patriarchic society are more attracted to astrology. Furthermore, Wuthnow arrived to the conclusion that astrology could act as a religious practice.
 While Feher did not pronounce her position on this matter, her results could support this statement.
 Yet, Nicholas Campion claimed that astrology is not a religion.
 Finally, neither Feher nor Wuthnow clearly defined what they understood for horoscope, astrology or astrological practice. Nicholas Campion pointed out that the way the questions are presented may affect the results
. Thus Feher’s and Wuthnow’s conclusion must be taken with caution.
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