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‘A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers’

Word count: 1505 

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search time ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’. The two papers chosen are Edward A. Tiryakian, ‘Toward the sociology of Esoteric Culture’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 78 No. 3, (1972), pp. 491-512, and of Michael Hunter, ‘The Royal Society and the decline of Magic’, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, Vol. 65, No. 2 (2011), pp. 103-119.   

Before moving on to the task at hand it is necessary to define what perspective on astrology and culture this essay will be based on. Astrology has been defined as art, divination and even as science by different practitioners, while many scientists prefer to define it as a pseudoscience.
 According to Patrick Curry astrology is ‘the set of theories and practices interpreting the positions of the heavenly bodies in terms of human and terrestrial implication” and Nicholas Campion claims that astrology is not a singular practice, instead, there are many different ones around the world.
 Culture is a term that has been largely discussed by Terry Eagleton and the author argues that culture is “the taken-for- granted beliefs and predilections which must be dimly present for us to be able to act at all”, in other words, culture is defined as an intrinsic part of ourselves, a part containing subjective values that enables us to attribute meaning and take action in life.
 What culture and astrology have in common is plurality, there are many different cultures as well as many different ‘astrologies’ around the world. In this context, the variety of astrological practices is intrinsically connected with a cultural background in order to manifest itself as a specific practice, for, in the same way that Michael Hoskin questioned “What astronomy is not an astronomy in a culture?” quoted by Nicholas Campion, there is no astrology without a culture.

Tiryakian defines culture in a similar perspective in his text, claiming it to be a “collective paradigm which provides the basic interpretations and justification of ongoing social existence”.
 Here the “collective paradigm” mentioned by Tiryakian could serve as a container for the “taken-for-granted beliefs and predilections” stated by Eagleton.  

This paper will consider the two areas, astrology and culture, using the themes of the two different academic fields between the authors, the different times of their publication, and how astrology is mentioned in each paper.  

The first theme to be discussed, which permeates both papers, is the difference in academic fields between the two authors. Michael Hunter, a British historian, wrote his paper about the history of the Royal Society in London and the decline of magic.  Edward A. Tiryakian, a sociologist from the United States of America, wrote about a theme that was more embracing in its nature and the author attempted to analyse what he termed as the “Occult revival” and had as one of his aims “to see what sociological interpretation of this phenomenon have been recently advanced”.
 Because their scope as well as their audience differs from one another, the two authors, for example, speak about the Restoration period in relationship to astrology and the occult sciences differently. Hunter, who is concentrating mainly on the history of the Royal Society, writes that one of the hypotheses for the Royal Society to have left magic outside its remit was the historical context of the Restoration period and its complexity.
 Tiryakian, in a sociological context, argues that an esoteric revival usually happens at times when new ideas and cosmologies are being born, and the author mentions the Renaissance and the Reformation period as an example of that.
 They are both coming from different perspectives which has influenced the different themes they researched as well as how they presented their ideas in each article. 

The two scholars have done their research thoroughly on the subject they wrote about and there is an abundance of secondary sources in both works. Hunter also makes use of documents and material that was written in the seventeenth century about the Royal Society as his primary sources. Tiryakian, on another hand, included a survey done by the French Institute of Public Opinion but have not conducted a survey himself and his paper lacks in primary sources. 

The second theme relates to the difference between when these two papers were written and published. Michael Hunter wrote his piece in the 2000’s, although the version that has been used in this essay was published in 2011 by the Royal Society, there were other versions of it that was written and presented in different talks by the author in 2008, 2009 and 2010 respectively.
 This indicates that the ideas presented by Hunter in his paper have been potentially perfected along those years. Edward A. Tiryakin wrote his paper on the sociology of the occult in 1972, over 30 years earlier, and his main focus was on the contemporary state of affairs related to the esoteric culture. Tiryakin, based on the manner that he presents his ideas and especially how he talks about the difficulties in researching the occult in the conclusion of his paper, seems to be introducing a new research path rather than something that he has been doing for many years like in Michael Hunter’s case.
 Tiryakin proposes a new look at what he perceives as a rise in the occult in 1972 and he mentions the lack of esoteric knowledge from the part of the sociologists as a hindrance in the research process, the author argues that they are not able to make sense of esoteric documents in order to examine them as evidence.
   

The third theme is about how each author, even though coming from distinct places, touched the subject of astrology similarly in their work. They both mentioned it briefly, not specifically but rather as a part of a larger field within the sphere of the occult. Tiryakin brings, together with a series of other works about the rise of the occult, a sociological study on astrology done in France in 1971 by collaborating authors, in an attempt to explore and understand the phenomenon more deeply.
 Hunter only mentions astrology within the context of his theme, the early years of the Royal Society. The author included in his paper two cases where there was an attempt to explore and reform astrology in a more empirical form but without being seriously considered by the Royal Society.
 Tiryakin, after analysing what the other authors had to say, claims that the interest and belief in astrology is higher among educated people.
 The word “belief”, chosen by the author and also in the tittle of the survey presented, suggests that astrology is being perceived as a belief system. Michael Hunter similarly makes use of the word belief in the beginning of his paper when he mentions the work of Keith Thomas “which surveys witchcraft, astrology, magical healing, divination and allied beliefs”.
 Astrology is perceived as a set of beliefs rather than as a practice by both authors in their papers.

This essay compared and contrasted two papers that each shared the subject matter of “astrology” and “culture” via 3 themes: the difference in academic field between the two authors, the different year of publication and how astrology was mentioned by each one. 

The two papers, one about the rise of the occult in the 1970’s and the other about the decline of magic in the 17th century, were chosen in an attempt to find correlations between these two events separated by history. It was not easy finding it particularly because the paper written by Michael Hunter was very specific and focused only on the history of the Royal Society. However, different correlations were possible making and the two authors although from different cultural backgrounds seem to have a similar understanding of astrology.        
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