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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are Duane W. Hamacher and Ray P. Norris’ 2011 article on ‘‘Bridging the Gap’ through Australian Cultural Astronomy’,
 and Eleanor R. Long’s ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, published in the journal Western Folklore in 1984.
 Both pieces explore similar themes in the field of ethnoastronomy, for example, the cultural significance of certain celestial objects and phenomena on the people that observe them, yet each paper approaches their chosen topic using different methodologies and structures. This essay will critically analyse the similarities and key differences between these two papers, by first exploring the context behind each piece and then by closely examining how the authors approached their chosen theses and utilised their sources to mount their arguments. The analysis section of this essay will focus first on the contrast in structure and writing style, then secondly a comparison of methodologies and sources, and finally a critical review of the main strengths and weaknesses of both articles. 
Context

Before a thorough analysis of both texts can be realised, it is important to first explore the context behind each piece. Hamacher and Norris’ 2011 paper investigates the ways in which Aboriginal Australians made observations of the heavens, how they made careful measurements of celestial objects and incorporated astronomical events into their cultural traditions and beliefs.
 The main argument of the text sets out to refute past academic assumptions that Aboriginal people did not make astronomical measurements of celestial bodies.
 The paper was published by the International Astronomical Union (IAU), which seeks to publish high-quality reviews of astrophysical developments from around the globe.
 The IAU holds annual symposiums to present new findings in the field of astronomy, which is suggestive that this particular paper’s intended readership was aimed at other scholars. Duane W. Hamacher is an astronomer and Fellow at the Monash Indigenous Studies Centre in Melbourne.
 He earned his undergraduate and master’s degree in physics and astrophysics respectively and completed his PhD in Indigenous Studies at Macquarie University in Sydney.
 Hamacher’s co-writer and frequent collaborator Ray P. Norris also comes from a background in astrophysics, currently working as a professor in astrophysics at the Western Sydney University.
 Both scholars are avid researchers of Aboriginal astronomy, evidenced in their vast body of research in the field both independently and together.
 Their collective expertise in astrophysics and Aboriginal astronomy make these scholars legitimate candidates to undertake this line of research. 
On the other hand, Eleanor R. Long’s 1984 paper presents a rather different focus of study, namely an analysis of the origins of the contemporary notion of the time of year referred to as the ‘dog days’.
 These ‘dog days’ are typically associated with the hottest days of summer, linked with the heliacal rising of the dog-star, Sirius.
 In modern Western belief it is a time linked with drought, mad dogs, diseases, and general bad luck.
 The author reviews different mythological and cultural perspectives from ancient Greece to India, examining how different societies throughout time have perceived this annual event. The article was written by Eleanor R. Long (also, Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus), a folklore scholar from Seattle.
 She was born in 1923 and passed away in 2005, having lived a long life in academia.
 She received her PhD in English literature and folklore at the University of California in 1968.
 During the time this article was written, Long had been teaching folklore and comparative mythology academically for about fifteen years.
 This particular paper was published by Western Folklore, an American journal dedicated to the study of folklore and customs from around the world.
 Given that this journal sees subscribers from both amateur and professional backgrounds alike,
 the intended audience of this paper seems open for a more general readership to enjoy. Long has a vast body of scholarship, from her Chicago Folklore Prize-winning dissertation in 1971
 to her more recent 2003 book on American ballad tradition.
 Through her expertise in folklore and mythology, Long appears ideally suited to examine the lore surrounding the ‘dog days’. 
Analysis

Structure and Writing Style
The first important comparison that can be drawn between these two papers is how they are both structured. Hamacher and Norris make use of headings in their article, clearly segmenting key points into neat sections. The text is logically structured, making the writers’ argument easy to follow for the reader. The authors even use tables, figures and graphs to help illustrate the data and findings explored in the text.
 In contrast, Long’s paper lacks headings, and she instead uses her paragraphs to change from one topic to the next, writing in a more free-flowing style. Lengthy quotes are indented for ease of convenience,
 but Long’s overall structure could be interpreted as more confusing when compared directly to Hamacher and Norris. She frequently jumps back and forth from one cultural perspective to the next, making the pace of the writing more erratic and difficult to follow.
 That being said, this erratic structure could be intentional, highlighting the ambiguity of the subject matter at large. 
In Hamacher and Norris’ article on Aboriginal astronomy, the language of the paper avoids using complicated jargon, which in turn allows the prose to flow more naturally. While in Long’s article, the author utilises the footnotes to help explain difficult terminology.
 It is worth noting how both sets of authors have interpreted ‘culture’ as a concept in their writing. Both articles draw upon different cultural and mythological narratives, yet what is being defined as ‘culture’ is not expressly specified, but rather implied by use of examples. Hamacher and Norris refer to many different ‘cultural’ aspects of the Aboriginal people, noting different timekeeping practices
 and oral traditions
 in which Aboriginal Australians used the heavens, not only as a means to navigate their existence, but also as a way to imbue meaning into the cosmos through stories and mythos. Renowned twentieth century academic, Raymond Williams, suggested two notable definitions of ‘culture’, which are applicable here: culture as associated with a certain way of life of a people, group, society or wider humanity; and culture as associated with the arts, music, painting and literature.
 Hamacher and Norris’ cultural examples draw on both of these aspects, whereby Aboriginal cultures are being viewed as a particular way of life of a distinct group of people, as well as being inherently linked to the oral traditions and artistic forms of these people.
 Long’s article seems to define ‘culture’ more so through its associations with the arts and literature, as she links different mythologies directly to the cultures of the people who perpetuated these legends and beliefs, such as the Egyptians and the Greeks.

Methodology and Sources

In terms of methodology, each paper takes a different approach to their chosen theses. In order to determine whether Aboriginal people indeed made astronomical measurements and observations, Hamacher and Norris draw from their own archaeological studies.
 They adopt a quantitative methodology to their research, conducting a survey of cardinal alignments on sixty stone arrangements in New South Wales. The authors even use a Monte Carlo Simulation to prove statistically that the results of the survey could not have arisen by chance.
 In contrast, Long’s paper takes a qualitative approach, whereby she explores more open-endedly many different narratives from different primary, secondary and tertiary sources. For example, she refers back to ancient Babylonian tablets,
 Homer’s Iliad,
 as well as dictionary
 and encyclopaedic sources.
 Long calls upon these sources to provide key evidence in her investigation, often quoting from them directly and providing further explanation, when necessary, in the footnotes.
 
Not dissimilarly to Long, Hamacher and Norris also draw on a wide range of academic sources, from anthropological perspectives, such as William Stanbridge’s seminal work of the nineteenth-century,
 to more recent ethnoastronomical studies.
 The authors use a wide variety of examples, such as message sticks
 and stone arrangements,
 to help illustrate the many ways Aboriginal people have observed the heavens and utilised celestial knowledge for practical, social and cultural purposes. Both articles make good use of their sources to help build their arguments and explore their subjects in more depth, presenting a real strong point for both of these papers respectively.
Strengths and Weaknesses

On the whole, Hamacher and Norris are very persuasive in their argument as, unlike Long, they rely on statistical and mathematical certainties to corroborate their thesis.
 Their study, however, only accounts for sixty archaeological sites in one region, making a general assumption about all Aboriginal people as a collective whole. Considering that the survey results are based on a comparatively small number of examples in one area of the country, would it not be more pertinent to say that at least some Aboriginal people made precise measurements and observations of the heavens? More research in the field needs to be explored to gain a better understanding of the unique cultures and histories of individual tribes and communities.
 Research should be performed respectfully and in partnership with the indigenous people themselves.
 It is evident from the paper’s ‘Acknowledgements’ section that the authors feel passionately for the plight of the Aboriginal people, recognising the devastating effects that colonisation has had on their lives and cultures.
 They avoid bias in their research, however, by relying on solid statistical data and drawing on their sources carefully. 
In contrast, Long’s paper is less precise in its closing argument. The author even admits that any conclusion drawn is based on conjecture, keeping her final response relatively vague.
 She states that all that is certain is that at some point in Western European history “dogs were somehow identified with a certain star on the one hand, infection and disease on the other, and the period we know as “dog days” was born”.
 She closes her argument with a short analysis of the goddess Hekate’s symbolic connection to dogs and disease, submitting that modern folklore surrounding dogs and spirits, and thus the contemporary perception of the ‘dog days’, can surely be traced back to this ancient connection to Hekate.
 However, Hekate’s section seems rushed in comparison to the rest of the paper, considering the emphasis the writer stresses on Hekate’s symbolic importance in her conclusion. In her haste, Long overlooks some potentially valid avenues of inquiry that might have enhanced her argument, for example, Hekate’s divine connection to births,
 the significance of the Hellenistic syncretism of Isis and Hekate in late antiquity,
 and the demonisation of witch figures and goddesses in classical Graeco-Roman literature to the present.
 
Conclusion

Despite the contrast in methodologies and structures, both papers explore their chosen subjects with passion and thorough analysis of their respective topics. There are a few notable differences and similarities between these two articles which this essay has shown. On the one hand, Hamacher and Norris present their paper in a highly structured format, utilising headings, diagrams and graphs to help illustrate their findings. On the other hand, Long’s article lacks headings and figures, opting for a more free-flowing structure. She uses more indented quotes and draws on multiple primary, secondary and tertiary sources to help inform the reader of the differing mythologies surrounding the dog-star and the ‘dog days’. Hamacher and Norris’ article also utilises its sources well, drawing on a wide range of evidence from nineteenth-century anthropological accounts to more recent ethnoastronomical studies. Both sets of authors seem to define ‘culture’ through its association with art forms, but Hamacher and Norris also seem to link ‘culture’ to a particular way of life. In terms of methodology, Hamacher and Norris present a quantitative study that sets out to definitively refute past academic assumptions that claim Aboriginal Australians did not make astronomical observations or measurements. Contrastingly, Long’s paper approaches her inquiry rather sceptically, using a qualitative methodology to delve deeper into different narratives, without drawing any definitive conclusions. She does suggest that, on account of the goddess Hekate’s symbolic associations with dogs and disease, there may be a possible connection between Hekate and contemporary notions of the ‘dog days’ in the West. However, Long admits that the true origins are a matter of conjecture. While Long’s essay is theoretical and inquiring, Hamacher and Norris provide statistically conclusive proof to confirm their thesis. Their stone arrangement study proved statistically that at least some Aboriginal people took deliberate astronomical measurements. Both papers, although distinct in their approaches, structures and aims, are well-considered and highly informative, providing the reader with a much deeper respect and knowledge of both Aboriginal astronomy and traditional star lore.     
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