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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Wordcount: 2031
By Cheryl Abraham 2510780

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two scholarly papers: Michelle Aroney’s “Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World” (The Historical Journal, 2023) and Roger French’s “Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century” (Isis, 1996).
The first author, Michelle Aroney, publishes this article under her earlier name rather than her later surname, Pfeffer, which she uses for some of her other works. Aroney is a historian of science in the early modern period, and her current research explores the history of divination and astrology.[footnoteRef:1] She recently co-authored Divination, Oracles, and Omens (Bodleian Library Publishing, 2024) with David Zeitlyn, a volume accompanying the Bodleian Library exhibition Oracles, Omens & Answers, running until 27 April 2025.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Michelle Pfeffer, “Dr Michelle Pfeffer | Faculty of History,” University of Oxford, accessed November 2, 2025, https://www.history.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-pfeffer]  [2:  “New Exhibition Dedicated to Divination Explores Our Universal Need to Find Answers: Oracles, Omens and Answers,” Bodleian Libraries, 23 September 2024, accessed 3 November 2025, https://www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/about/media/oracles-omens-answers; and “Oracles, Omens and Answers,” Bodleian Libraries, 6 December 2024–27 April 2025, accessed 3 November 2025, https://visit.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/event/oracles-omens-and-answers ] 

Roger French (1938–2002) was a British historian of medicine and science who taught at the University of Cambridge from 1975 to 2002. His research covered a wide span in the history of medicine, anatomy, and natural philosophy, including The History and Virtues of Cyder (1982), William Harvey’s Natural Philosophy (1994), and Dissection and Vivisection in Renaissance Europe (1998).[footnoteRef:3] His 1996 article, “Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century,” synthesizes his earlier interests in medicine, and natural philosophy with a new focus on astrology. [3:  “Roger French (1938–2002),” Department of History and Philosophy of Science, University of Cambridge, accessed November 2, 2025, https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french] 

Although written nearly three decades apart, both papers investigate astrology as an intellectual practice embedded within wider cultural frameworks. French situates astrology within twelfth-century medical and intellectual thought, while Aroney reassesses its later marginalization in the early modern world. The comparison analyses their methods and sources, treatment of astrology, core arguments and evidence, and situates them within broader scholarly debates.		
Methods and sources
Aroney presents a historiographical review of how scholars have explained astrology’s decline from mainstream learned culture (universities, courts, medicine) between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. Her approach is historiographical and revisionist. She critiques linear science versus superstition narratives and emphasizes complexity, cultural context, and intellectual developments. The article is focused on reviewing and synthesizing a large range of secondary scholarly material of the past 15 years. Aroney argues that the field has been making a “(re-)turn to intellectual history in this timeframe.”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Aroney, “Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World,” 1152.] 

Aroney systematically traces changing explanations for astrology’s marginalization. It is very clear, academic, and logically organized into an introduction, two sections and a conclusion. Aroney uses great referencing, among others, she relies on scholars such as Thorndike, Patrick Curry, Wiliam. E. Burns, Anthony Grafton, or Darrel Rutkin. Yet, it was surprising to notice that Nicholas Campion is absent in the references.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  According to Campion, astrology began to lose its credibility due to several key factors: the rise of the scientific revolution, the enlightenment, religious criticism and popular astrology tainting learned astrology. (I could not retrace the page of the book before the deadline, but I remember it being in A History of Western Astrology, Volume II)] 

French creates a historical reconstruction of how Arabic astrology entered England in the 12th century. He focuses on Roger of Hereford and the integration of astrology into the practice of medicine.[footnoteRef:6] French begins with the historical context of Abu Ma’Shar, astrology and medicine around the twelfth century, he continues to create a full image of Roger of Hereford, as he moves through his historical context, educational background, social context, material and sources he likely encountered throughout his life, roger’s personal work and astrology – with a focus on prediction and prognosis.  [6:  French, “Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century,” 455.] 

While French also integrates secondary scholarly material, he, unlike Aroney, places stronger emphasis on primary sources. He draws on Arabic and  Latin manuscripts and translations, for instance Abu Maʿshar’s Introductorium Maius (ninth century), and Roger of Hereford’s Judicial Astrology (c. 1178).[footnoteRef:7] His extensive use of Latin texts, combined with engagement with secondary scholarship, reflects an in-depth study of the topic.  [7:  In the footnotes, French discusses Abu Maʿshar’s Introductorium Maius on page 456 and Roger’s works from page 465 onwards.] 

Darrel Rutkin notes that, despite strong scholarship in the broader fields of science, philosophy, and cultural history, the study of astrology remains underexplored, both in uncovering and publishing new sources and in reinterpreting existing material.[footnoteRef:8] In this sense, both articles address relevant topics. Aroney reinterprets existing scholarly material, while French uncovers further details about Roger of Hereford and medieval astrology, which he argues have not received sufficient attention from historians.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Rutkin, “How to Accurately Account for Astrology’s Marginalization in the History of Science and Culture: The Central Importance of an Interpretive Framework,” 219.]  [9:  French, “Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century,” 453.] 


Treatment of Astrology 
Although astrology continues as a living practice and topic of public discourse today, scholarly interpretations of its historical role have often dismissed it as pre-scientific. Newman and Grafton state that “...20 and 50 percent of the population of the world’s developed countries, in western Europe, North American, and Asia, believe mildly or strongly in astrology, right now.”[footnoteRef:10] Yet despite this enduring presence, astrology is still frequently portrayed as a relic of outdated or irrational belief.[footnoteRef:11] Aroney challenges this assumption by reasserting astrology’s intellectual sophistication and arguing that its marginalization cannot be explained merely by scientific progress. As Aroney observes, the reasons for astrology’s rejection have shifted over time; why it was dismissed in the past is not necessarily why it is questioned today, nor why it might be in the future.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Newman, Secrets of Nature: Astrology and Alchemy in Modern Europe, 2.]  [11:  A perception reinforced by critics such as Theodor W. Adorno, who in The Stars Down to Earth (1953) interpreted astrology as a symptom of modern mass culture and pseudo-rational thinking.]  [12:  Aroney, “Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World,” 1171.] 

As historian Lynn Thorndike (1882–1965) observed in 1955, “During the long period of scientific development before Sir Isaac Newton promulgated the universal law of gravitation, there had been generally recognized and accepted another and different universal natural law, which his supplanted. And that universal natural law was astrological.” [footnoteRef:13] This marks a broader shift in rationalism, from viewing astrology as a natural philosophy to defining it as irrational or unscientific.  [13:  Thorndike, “The True place of Astrology in the History of Science,” 273.] 

French’s study illustrates this earlier phase, when astrology still operated within the framework of rational inquiry. He examines astrology as a predictive, prognostic, and medical art, deeply interwoven with natural philosophy. In twelfth-century England, astrology held full intellectual respectability, closely tied to medicine through Arabic transmission. French’ approach reconstructs how astrology functioned as a rational discipline within early medical theory. This view resonates with the work of Charles Burnett, who has shown how Arabic medical and astrological theories were translated and integrated into the Latin speaking world.

Arguments and evidence 
Aroney’s first case study, Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora (1645–1700), illustrates that astrology’s decline was not simply due to its alleged irrationality but to dissatisfaction with its predictive reliability.[footnoteRef:14] She situates this within a broader tradition of critique, citing Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem (1496), one of the most influential attacks on astrology of the period.[footnoteRef:15] In the religious domain, astrology’s claim to predict future events was seen as problematic because it interfered with divine law and the exclusive right of God to foreknow and ordain outcomes.[footnoteRef:16] Beyond debates over prediction, Aroney argues that “intellectual developments impacted how academics in a range of fields engaged with astrology,” while noting that universities and learned societies were also shaped by political and religious pressures.[footnoteRef:17] In this context, she discusses the field of medicine and astronomy. For instance, she observes that the Royal Society largely ignored astrology, as its members held divergent opinions and sought to avoid internal conflict over contentious subjects.[footnoteRef:18] She mentions other examples in the field of medicine, astronomy, and math, in which astrology suffered due to new theories or changing intellectual paradigms.  [14:  Aroney, 1154.]  [15:  Aroney, 1155.]  [16:  Aroney, 1159.]  [17:  Aroney, 1169.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

In conclusion, Aroney advocates a (re)turn to the intellectual history of astrology’s marginalization, and argues that such an approach can generate new contributions to the field.[footnoteRef:19] However, she emphasizes that intellectual history alone cannot account for astrology’s decline. There is no “one-dimensional explanation,” since astrology held multiple functions in the early modern period. Its marginalization, therefore, resulted from a complex interplay of intellectual, religious, and social factors. This includes the “status loss” interpretation, in which astrology’s institutional support eroded, and the “censorship” interpretation, which posits that elites actively undermined its legitimacy.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Aroney, 1153.]  [20:  Aroney, 1175.] 

In the second article, French posits evidence that is rich and primary. It is rich in historical detail but less interpretive or conceptual, a less theoretical framing than Aroney’s. French’s central argument is that astrology was integrated into twelfth-century English medicine and natural philosophy through Arabic transmission. He reconstructs this process through the figure of Roger of Hereford. The problem, as French notes, is that Roger rarely names his sources directly.[footnoteRef:21] Instead, French reconstructs Roger’s intellectual network through comparison with contemporaries such as Daniel of Morley, Alfred of Shareshill, and William of England, who were similarly engaged in translating and adapting Arabic material. Through these indirect links, he argues that Roger’s work Judicial Astrology (c. 1178) reflects the assimilation of Arabic astrological ideas – particularly those of Abū Maʿshar.  [21:  French, 479.] 

He draws on manuscript evidence, textual comparison, and philological analysis. French traces how astrological concepts of celestial influence and prognosis entered medical theory. He shows that astrology functioned as a rational and empirical discipline within its historical framework, rather than as a superstition, and that its techniques were embedded in the broader scholastic pursuit of natural causes.

Conclusion
French depicts astrology’s integration with medicine and natural philosophy in the twelfth century, while Aroney analyzes its marginalization by the eighteenth. Both situate astrology within broader intellectual frameworks, yet their methods and aims diverge. Aroney’s strength lies in her synthesis of the past fifteen years of scholarship and her nuanced reframing of astrology’s decline. Her weakness is that the discussion remains somewhat abstract, relying on secondary literature rather than new case studies or primary research. French, by contrast, offers a rare and detailed reconstruction of early English–Arabic transmission and shows how astrology functioned within medieval medicine. His analysis, while meticulous, can be overly technical for non-specialists and lacks broader theoretical reflection on astrology’s later fate. Together, they reveal how astrology evolved from an integral component of medieval science to a marginalized discourse by the early modern period.
For further research, Aroney remarks that “what we still lack extended analysis of is the extent to which the undermining of Hippocratic-Galenic medicine by Paracelsianism and Helmontianism contributed to astrology’s marginalization, even if both assumed some terrestrial-celestial connection,”[footnoteRef:22] as well as “the shifting reputation of astrology in colonial contexts.”[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Aroney, 1163.]  [23:  Aroney, 1167.] 
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