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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources 
 
This essay critically compares two JSTOR papers: Pfeffer, Michelle. 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.' The Historical Journal 66, no. 5 (2023): 1152-1176 and French, Roger. 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.' Isis 87, no. 3 (1996): 453-480.  The main objective is to analyse two different approaches on the discourse of astrology, specifically within the areas of medical and intellectual history. The first section states the authors’ central theses, compares their academic interests, highlights the different publishers, and discusses their writings. The second section of the comparison traces a historiographical arc, created through the juxtaposition of writing from 1996 compared to writing from 2023.  These papers can be seen as examples of an ever-evolving methodology in academia.  The final section then looks at how the authors address the cultural impact of philosophical and scientific developments within their chosen field. 
The authors are both historians who write for a scholarly audience.  Roger French (1938 – 2002) was a University Lecturer in History of Medicine at Cambridge and became Director of the Wellcome Unit in 1975.  His work, including William Harvey’s Natural Philosophy,
 influenced the understanding of historical medical practices within Medieval and Renaissance Europe
.  This is reflected in his paper, that looks at the influence of Islamic astrology during the 1100s and the role Roger of Hereford played in advocating its use within medical prognosis.  Dr Michelle Pfeffer is a lecturer at Magdalen College, Oxford
 and list her interests as the history of science, religion, and scholarship. She has published papers for several journals and her book titled Divinations, Oracles, and Omens
 is published by the Bodleian Library.
  In her paper, she has chosen to challenge the dominant narrative that the scientific revolution was solely responsible for the marginalisation of astrology.  

Pfeffer’s paper was published in 2023 by the Cambridge University Press in The Historical Journal.
  Her central thesis states that the marginalization of astrology is coming to be recognised as one of the most fundamental transformations in the transition from the pre-modern world to the modern world, and she highlights work that has been done over the last decade and a half, citing The Marginalization of Astrology: Introduction by Rienk Vermij and Hiro Hirai (1992).
  French’s paper appeared in Isis and was published in 1996 by The University of Chicago Press on behalf of The History of Science Society.  His central thesis argues that the close relationship of medicine and astrology, as exemplified by Roger of Hereford’s work, made judicial astrology of potential use to doctors, citing William Harvey (1578-1657) as someone who realised some of that potential.

The stylistic approaches each author takes differ.  French maintains a scholarly depth while still ensuring his material is accessible to non-experts in the field of astrology and medicine.  For example, when referencing Roger’s text De iudiciis astronomiae
 - intended for those familiar with an astrolabe and the fundamentals of astrology - he explains technical language, such as the number of degrees in a sextile when measuring aspects between planets in a horoscope.
 Pfeffer, on the other hand, adopts a post-modern interdisciplinary approach, integrating vocabulary from philosophy and science which might challenge readers not familiar with terms such as, ‘epistemological
’, ‘stochastic
’ and ‘hegemonic’.

In her critical review, Pfeffer draws on extensive literature and takes a meta-analysis approach to define the scope of her work.  She states her primary focus is to critically analyse work on the marginalization of astrology that has been published over the last fifteen years.  Her aim is to bring a more nuanced understanding of the significance of this scholarship, situating it within a broader historiography that spans over the last fifty years.  In what could be seen as a persuasive plea, she declares ‘after decades of neglect, now is an opportune time to bring intellectual history back into our studies of the ‘disenchantment of the world’.
  

In his historical analysis, French provides a comprehensive examination of what can be regarded as a ‘cultural knowledge exchange’ with the Islamic world, highlighting the application of judicial astrology practices within the medical field.  He too leverages a degree of rhetoric to argue for further research into Roger of Hereford’s work grounding his argument in detailed historical evidence, stating that the twelfth century was an important time in northern Europe, and was a time when schools were turning into universities.
  French emphasises the contribution Roger made in the field of mathematics and other arts and also draws attention to the significant body of work already published by Jennifer Moreton in 1995.
 

Both authors tackle a subject that is both vast and unimaginably broad.  The field of astrological history can be seen as an area of study transitioning from a primitive state to one that is increasingly scrutinized through an interdisciplinary lens.  This evolution of methodology is picked up by H. Darrel Rutkin How to Accurately Account for Astrology’s Marginalisation (2018).
 He writes that that scholars studying the history of astrology are in a pre-paradigmatic phase.  This describes a science at a primitive stage of development, before it has achieved an established consensus about the true nature of the subject matter and how to approach it.
  Similarly, S.J. Tester in his book, A History of Western Astrology
 contends that no comprehensive history of astrology is going to be possible until the masses of material in Greek, Latin, Pahlavi and Arabic have all been published, sorted, related, assimilated and distilled.

In one sense both papers could be seen as primary sources as themselves, serving as evidence of an ever-changing academic culture that is subjected to its own scientific, economic, social, and political pressures.  This perspective is reflected in Research Methods for Cultural Studies by Michael Pickering.
  He states in the introduction that cultural studies have been reluctant to engage in explicit discussion of methodology, describing it as renegade in character, and viewing such adherence as potentially compromising empirical enquiry.  He challenges this reluctance and argues that popular interest in history, parallels the development in academic circles, where the foundations of historical inquiry face sceptical questioning.
  Pickering claims that studying history alongside cultural studies is crucial, as it helps to avoid myopic forms of presentism and he endorses adopting different forms of methodology, critical thinking, emphasising the point that ‘it is always wise to historicise’.
  

When contextualising the cultural impact of astrology throughout the ages, its influence is vast, as evidenced in classical teachings, medieval medicine and can now found in the twenty-first century appearing in weekly podcasts where it enjoys huge popularity.  This evolution of culture and philosophy can be traced back through historical documents such as the Introductorium which was translated between 1133 and 1140.
  

In his paper, French highlights the work of Abū Maʿšar al-Balhī (787 – 886) and states that Roger of Hereford played a key role in disseminating this new information.  In The Role of the Astrologer in Medieval Islamic Society
 George Saliba notes that the work of the Islamic astrologer Abū Maʿšar was significantly shaped by Aristotelian philosophy.  George Saliba argues that Abū Maʿšar grounded astrology in philosophical and scientific reasoning which enhanced its acceptance and elevated its prestige within medieval Islamic society and the Western world.
Concerning the use of historical figures, Pfeffer introduces Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora (1645–1700).
  However, unlike Roger of Hereford who advocated the application of judicial astrology in medical prognosis, Sigüenza publically expressed his disillusionment with astrological predications, describing the almanac prognostications he was obliged to compile as a waste of time, thus dismissing astrology as ‘trifle’.  Pfeffer uses the case of Sigüenza to illustrate a widespread sentiment of disappointment and disenchantment that was commonplace in Europe by the turn of the eighteenth century.
  French argues for further research into the contribution Roger made in the field of mathematics and explains Roger’s motivation for writing, stating it was quite simple: to predict the future, which he referred to as the ‘useful desire’, considering astrology to be superior to all the seven liberal arts and.  On the other hand, in Pfeffer’s paper, Sigüenza, criticises astrology for its inability to predict the future accurately.  

Contrasting the two papers, we can see how power dynamics within academic and societal acceptance of astrology shift significantly.  What separates these two perspectives, though, is a period of four hundred years, during which Nicolaus Copernicus’s publication of De revolutionibus orbium coelestium occurred in 1543.
 Copernicus introduced the heliocentric model of the solar system marking a fundamental turning point in the history of science that shifted the field of astrology from a geocentric (Earth-centred) model of the universe to a heliocentric (sun-centred) model.  However, the full impact and acceptance of these ideas took place over several centuries.

Pfeffer challenges the notion that scientific advancements such as heliocentrism were directly responsible for causing the marginalization of astrology, by posing pertinent questions such as ‘If Copernicus’s De revolutionibus was astrology’s death knell, why were astrologers some of the first to advocate for heliocentrism, and why did Kepler and Galileo still cast horoscopes?’
 marking a shift in ideas but not necessarily in practice.  Another source of evidence Pfeffer uses is in Astrology in early modern England: the making of a vulgar knowledge by Patrick Curry
.  Curry argues that astrology transitioned from a respected scholarly pursuit to a marginalized practice, becoming increasingly associated with the common people.  This transformation occurred after the scientific revolution when the Enlightenment redefined the boundaries of what was deemed scientific knowledge.  Vermij and Hiro Hirai echo this stigma in The Marginalisation of Astrology: Introduction (2017) with astrology being referred to as superstitious, or a ‘pseudoscience’, unworthy of serious consideration.  

In her paper, Pfeffer cites historians from the 1960s who were sceptical of overly emphasising the role of ideas in changing minds and cultural attitudes, arguing instead that material and social structures were more influential.  An example of this attitude can be found in Johannes Haubold’s review of When the Gods were born: Greek Cosmogonies and the Near East by Carolina López-Ruiz,
 where he references René Wellek’s famous 1958 lecture on the state of comparative literature.
  Haubold highlights Wellek’s point that ‘one writer’s knowledge and reading of another writer’ continues to dominate the field, diverting attention from the urgent methodological issues raised by the comparative study of an ancient text.  Pfeffer notes that by the 1980s, even historians of science had embraced the sociology of knowledge, increasingly turning to external factors to account for the success or failure of scientific theories rather than trusting internal logic.
  

In conclusion, this comparison has provided a detailed analysis of two different approaches on the discourse of astrology.  In the first section the authors set out their central theses. French presented Roger of Hereford as someone worthy of further investigation, given his significant contribution to the field of mathematics and other arts.  Pfeffer sought to challenge the conventional view of astrology’s marginalization in history, adopting an interdisciplinary approach that invites a re-evaluation of historical scholarship.  The second section evaluated historiographical methods that have evolved to embrace broader more inclusive narratives.  By juxtaposing writing from 1996 and 2023, the two papers act as primary sources in themselves, that reflect an ever-evolving methodology in academia.  The final section addressed the cultural impact of philosophical and scientific developments, recognising the contribution of classical thought, Aristotelian philosophy and Islamic astrology to empirically based scientific practices.  Both authors brought a robust body of research material to the academic inquiry, provided evidence of astrology’s cultural journey and advocate for its re-evaluation.  French situates astrology within a detailed historical framework, illustrating its once-prestigious role and its contribution to medical prognosis, whereas Pfeffer pushes for a reintegration of intellectual history in discussing the disenchantment of the world.   Today the subject of astrology is not only popular in practise but more importantly, it is being taken seriously as a subject worthy of further academic investigation and through the lens of a post-modern methodology it will reflect broader cultural transformations.  This dual exploration, through both scholarly text and celestial observation, highlights how the study of astrology’s history can serve as a microcosm for understanding larger shifts in the history of science and cultural studies.  
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