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This essay critically compares and contrasts the following two papers: Michelle Pfeffer, 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.' The Historical Journal, vol 66, no. 5 (2023), pp 1152-1176,[footnoteRef:1] and Roger French, 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.' Isis, vol. 87, no. 3 (1996), pp. 453-480.[footnoteRef:2]  French’s paper examines the growth of Arabic astrology and its dissemination whilst Pfeffer in contrast considers the reasons for the marginalisation of astrology centuries later.  [1:  Michelle Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, Historical Journal, 66.5 (2023), 1152–76 <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328>.]  [2:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, Isis, 87.3 (1996), 453–80 <https://doi.org/10.1086/357570>.] 

Roger French was University Lecturer in the History of Medicine at Cambridge, his paper on Roger of Hereford was inspired by his interest in Herefordshire and his namesake.[footnoteRef:3] French’s paper predominantly features the Roger, and also William of England. In it he examines Roger’s works, credentials and his aims for his publications, and does the same for William to a lesser extent. French claims that Roger was a key person in disseminating Arabic astrology as he was familiar with the work of Abũ Ma ‘shar.[footnoteRef:4] French discusses the nature of this work and how influential it was for those practising judicial astrology. French places Roger’s work in context noting the church itself accepted that astrology and medicine were of critical importance to each other.[footnoteRef:5] As Nicholas Campion notes, ‘medical astrology was indispensable’.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Andrew Cunningham, Obituary Roger French (12 April 1938 – 14 May 2002) (2002) <https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/C248E32CB5F0AEF06720B34F6B6D192B/S0025727300069751a.pdf/roger-french12-april-1938-14-may-2002.pdf> [accessed 1/11/24].]  [4:  French, ‘Foretelling The Future: Arabic Astrology And English Medicine In The Late Twelfth Century’, p. 455.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 458.]  [6:  Nicholas Campion, History Of Western Astrology. The Medieval And Modern Worlds. Volume II (London: Continuum, 2009) p. 50.] 

According to French, Roger’s work with the new Arabic astrology promised the reader that as long as they understood the work and applied the rules prediction was almost guaranteed.[footnoteRef:7] French quotes R.W. Southern suggesting that his contemporaries were well aware of him, including Gerald of Wales. [footnoteRef:8] French claims it is a reasonable guess that Roger was the astrologer in Hereford and this would have been a draw to Gerald,[footnoteRef:9] this is echoed by Richard de Grijs.[footnoteRef:10] French notes that although Roger’s astrology is traceable to Abũ Ma ‘shar there are correspondences which suggest that he used a separate tradition for part of his work.[footnoteRef:11] French also discusses William of England, pointing out that he was also inspired by Arabic texts of astrology but happily credited it, as opposed to Roger who did not. French suggests that perhaps the local Jewish population would have had connections with Roger and potentially the source to obtain works.[footnoteRef:12] [7:  French, ‘Foretelling The Future: Arabic Astrology And English Medicine In The Late Twelfth Century’, p. 454.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 460.]  [9:  Ibid. p. 460. ]  [10:  Richard de Grijs, ‘Roger of Hereford: The Twelfth-Century Astronomer Who Put Hereford On The Map, Literally’, The Local Historian, 53.2 (2023), pp. 98-111 (p. 4) <https://doi.org/10.48550/arxiv.2301.06610>. ]  [11:  French, ‘Foretelling The Future: Arabic Astrology And English Medicine In The Late Twelfth Century’, p. 470.]  [12:  Ibid. p. 465.] 

French compares Roger’s work to that of William of England who used astrology with uroscopy. William relied on Ptolemy’s account to give his work credibility and appeal to a wider audience by claiming his approach was the superior method. Interestingly French notes that William was more cautious than Roger regarding prognosis, stating that interpretational errors of observations could cause the diagnosis to be incorrect.[footnoteRef:13] Again, like his review of Roger’s work, French goes into detail about William’s approach to predictions using astrology and his use of urology. As Campion writes, any Arabic work regarding medicine emphasised the necessity of astrology in predicting the correct diagnosis and treatment of the patient.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Ibid. p. 476.]  [14:  Campion, History Of Western Astrology. The Medieval And Modern Worlds. Volume II, p 30.] 

According to French both astrologers were focused on the same result: the ability to predict the future.[footnoteRef:15] This ability is also key in Pfeffer’s work regarding the marginalisation of astrology in the early modern world. Michelle Pfeffer is an early modern historian and is currently a Fellow by Examination at Magdalen College.[footnoteRef:16]  Pfeffer discusses the potential reasons for astrology being cast aside and maligned as a practice as it was seen as unreliable. [15:  French, ‘Foretelling The Future: Arabic Astrology And English Medicine In The Late Twelfth Century’, p. 479.]  [16:  Michelle Pfeffer, Dr Michelle Pfeffer (nd)  <https://earlymodern.web.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-pfeffer> [accessed 30 October 2024].] 

Pfeffer uses the story of Carlos de Sigüenza y Gógora who in 1695 declared that compiling almanac prognostications a waste of time.[footnoteRef:17]According to Campion almanacs allowed astrologers to advertise their services and create a demand for them.[footnoteRef:18] This begs the question as to why Sigüenza no longer wished to create something for his own benefit. He stated that as an astrologer he was well aware of the ‘weak foundations’ that existed within the very subject he was paid to teach.[footnoteRef:19] According to Pfeffer his experience was not uncommon and this was reflective of the gradual change from astrology being a reliable practice to ‘a superstition that simply failed to live up to the requirements of modern science’.[footnoteRef:20] Pfeffer goes on to discuss whether early modern science was the key, however, she considers this too simplistic a reason and ask why Kepler and Galileo cast horoscopes if they did not have any belief in the practice.[footnoteRef:21] For any claims that astrology was not accurate enough, Pfeffer points out astrology has always been considered a form of conjectural art that never hid its uncertainties.[footnoteRef:22] [17:  Pfeffer, Reassessing The Marginalization of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, p. 1154.]  [18:  Campion, History Of Western Astrology. The Medieval And Modern Worlds. Volume II, p. 84.]  [19:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, p. 1154.]  [20:  Ibid. p. 1154.]  [21:  Ibid. p. 1155.]  [22:  Ibid. p. 1155.] 

Pfeffer claims there were a myriad of reasons for the marginalisation. As Campion notes the practice offered, ‘an overarching organising principle of quite extraordinary power’.[footnoteRef:23] The ability to predict the future was out of the control of the state could and even potentially be seen as a criminal act.[footnoteRef:24] Pfeffer argues that this seems to suggest that the marginalisation was due to astrology's ability to predict and legitimise information which meant that it needed to be controlled, and by downplaying it or making it seem unreasonable and unscientific it could be eradicated from the public consciousness.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Campion, History Of Western Astrology. The Medieval And Modern Worlds. Volume II, p. 30.]  [24:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, pp. 1155.]  [25:  Ibid. pp. 1157-8.] 

The removal of astrology from universities meant it was seen as nothing more than a practice undertaken by the uneducated. Pfeffer notes that almanacs were also downgraded in terms of their astrological content and suggests that political intervention was the culprit.[footnoteRef:26] In Europe edicts were issued against astrology to eradicate superstition and were an attempt to maintain public order.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Ibid. p. 1158.]  [27:  Ibid. p. 1158.] 

In addition to this, as Pfeffer notes, the impact of religion on astrology’s reputation was profound. Luís Campos Ribeiro and Francisco Malta Romeiras agree; they noted that despite astrology being tolerated, the idea that celestial objects had influence and the idea of predestination did not help astrology's cause.[footnoteRef:28] Gradually papal bulls became stricter, and over time astrology went from the mainstream to being considered as something as extreme as a pact with a demon.[footnoteRef:29] Pfeffer notes that as research moved away from celestial causes into more proximate reasons, this also incrementally undermined astrology. Pfeffer gives one example of Casper Neumann's work which found no correlation between moon movements and mortality rates.[footnoteRef:30] Such research continues worldwide, with more recent research exploring similar paths.[footnoteRef:31] [28:  Luís Campos Ribeiro and Francisco Malta Romeiras, ‘Forbidden Books And Royal Horoscopes: The Practice And Censorship Of Astrology In Early Modern Portugal’, Early Science and Medicine, 29.1 (2024), 52–88 (p. 58) <https://doi.org/10.1163/15733823-20240096>.]  [29:  Ribero and Romeiras, ‘Forbidden Books And Royal Horoscopes: The Practice And Censorship Of Astrology In Early Modern Portugal’, pp. 56-7.]  [30:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, p. 1166.]  [31:  Amanda Frugoli, Parekh Sagar, and Diaz Graal, ‘Does Western Or Chinese Zodiac Sign Predict COVID Infections And Death?’, Curēus, 16.3 (2024), e56165–e56165 <https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.56165>.] 

Other discoveries also impacted astrology and its standing. According to Pfeffer that the Southern Hemisphere did not have any astrological associations that could be linked to Ptolemy further undermined it.[footnoteRef:32] In addition astronomers gradually moved away from astrology and spent more time observing the heavens then they did using it to predict the future.[footnoteRef:33] Case studies showed across Europe academic astronomers simply stopped teaching it as they had no interest, despite what their academic institutions may have had as statutes.[footnoteRef:34] Whether due to social, political or cultural reasons, institutions were no longer the place where astrology had space. New arguments alongside intellectual developments contributed to astrology's marginalisation.  The ‘reputation of astrology’ changed ‘as Europe witnessed profound developments in the diffusion of knowledge’. [footnoteRef:35] [32:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’. P. 1167.]  [33:  Ibid. p. 1167.]  [34:  Ibid. p. 1168.]  [35:  Ibid. p. 1172.] 

Pfeffer concludes there is ‘no one-dimensional explanation’.[footnoteRef:36] Indeed, astrology has held many roles over the course of history, as Campion notes it has, ‘multiple narratives’.[footnoteRef:37] Consequently its marginalisation did not have one specific reason, but instead a myriad of reasons combined to change astrology’s perception. [36:  Ibid. p. 1175.]  [37:  Campion, History of Western Astrology. The Medieval And Modern Worlds. Volume II, p. X.] 

In conclusion, both papers, whilst based around the same topic – the history of astrology, they take different approaches to investigate their chosen areas. French focuses on the individual, whilst Pfeffer looks across society. The subject matter for both papers are almost opposites. French deals with growth and the elevation of astrology, whilst Pfeffer examines the shrinkage and denunciation of the same. French bases his paper on Roger’s work, compared to Pfeffer, who approaches her review far more broadly, for her, context is key. French is more focused on the practise undertaken by Roger and this is the strength of the paper however it falls short of illuminating the time period whereas Pfeffer's work is very much about context and evidence but does not focus in so much on individuals choosing more broad-brush strokes to discuss the topic.
Whilst French was writing he himself noted a lack of scholarship around Roger.[footnoteRef:38] Since French’s paper this however has increased, and therefore there is now more available to the scholar for research in terms of both papers and a PhD thesis.[footnoteRef:39] Pfeffer’s source includes one that they admit is controversial and is a more recent paper compared to French’s. Whilst both possess a significant amount of research associated with them, for French as he admits in his introduction ‘Roger deserves more attention’.[footnoteRef:40]  As Pfeffer has a broader scope compared to French, the research available for her topic seems wider, as it deals with the overarching change of attitude towards astrology and how that played out. In terms of their conclusions both articles are well written and well researched however it seems that Pfeffer does not come to a definitive conclusion regarding exactly why astrology has been marginalised, French, meanwhile, does not discuss what the works had over a longer period. It is interesting to compare and contrast the papers as despite their focus on what on the surface may seem to be the same topic they reveal that there is a breadth to the field of study that may not have been obvious to those not familiar with the depth of work related to astrology.  [38:  French, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, p.453.]  [39:  Christopher J. Mitchell, Roger Of Hereford’s Judicial Astrology: England’s First Astrology Book? (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Leicester, 2002). <https://doi.org/10.25392/leicester.data.11793636.v1> [accessed 27 October 2024].]  [40:  French, ‘Reassessing The Marginalization Of Astrology In The Early Modern World’, p. 453.] 
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