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The rise and fall of Astrology: new approaches

At its pinnacle, astrology was a serious intellectual attainment. Medical astrology, in particular, was eminently developed in the Middle Ages and remained popular well into the sixteenth century. At the dawn of modern science, however, astrology saw itself suddenly marginalised and labelled as a superstition. This essay examines two papers on the history of astrology, one by Roger French (1996) published in Isis, and the other by Michelle Pfeffer (2023) published in The Historical Journal (2023)[footnoteRef:1]. The former is an in-depth study of the life and work of two Englishmen of the twelfth century, Roger of Hereford and William of England, and their contributions to integrating Arabic astrology into medical practice. The latter is a historiographical review of works carried out since 1970, especially of 2008-2023, on the marginalisation of astrology in the early modern period. As a result, this essay argues the history of astrology is a complex process and advocates for a re-evaluation of astrology in a historical context and in individual reality.  [1:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic astrology and English medicine in the late twelfth century’. Isis, 87 (1996), 453-480. Michelle Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the marginalization of astrology in the early Modern World’. The Historical Journal, 66 (2023), 1152-1176. ] 



1. Background

Roger French (1938-2002) was a lecturer in the History of Medicine at the University of Cambridge and the Director of the Wellcome Institute, a leading figure in medieval and Renaissance medical history[footnoteRef:2]. The chosen paper Foretelling the Future is a continual work on the twelfth-century Renaissance, written in response to an earlier study on Roger of Hereford and his Compotus[footnoteRef:3]. The paper examines two other books attributed to him, namely De iudiciis astronomie and Liber de tribus generalibus judiciis astronomie, along with De urina non visa by William[footnoteRef:4]. As a prominent figure in medieval medicine and the first Englishman to write on astrology, Roger produced a systematic medicine astrology by incorporating Arabic material. His younger contemporary William developed a complete astrological anatomy system and applied it in uroscopy. Through their works, together with Abū Ma’shar’s which the above works were drawn upon, French hopes to gain an understanding of how and why astrology became an integral part of medicine.  [2:   University of Cambridge, Roger French (2002) <https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french> [accessed 10/10/2024]. ]  [3:  The twelfth-century Renaissance is a concept popularised by historian C. H. Haskins in 1927. The century sees a flourishing of art, medicine, science, technology, architecture and literature, and an influx of Arabic and Greek materials. For more details see Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1955), preface vi-viii. ]  [4:  The transcription of De iudiciis astronomie (later translated as Liber de arte astronomice iudicandi) and Liber de tribus generalibus judiciis astronomie were commissioned by Roger French and carried out by the historian and astrophysicist Nicholas Whyte as part of his M Phil dissertation in 1990-91. For more details see Nicholas Whyte, Roger of Hereford’s Liber de Astronomice iudicandi: A Twelfth-Century Astrologer’s Manual (2007) <https://www.nicholaswhyte.info/roger.htm> [accessed 20/10/2024].   ] 


Michelle Pfeffer is a research fellow at the University of Oxford who holds a special interest in the humanist movement and the history of astrology[footnoteRef:5]. She considers astrology and magic as boundary sciences, and see the marginalisation of both much in parallel. Reassessing is seemingly inspired by Alexandra Walsham’s historiographical work of magic[footnoteRef:6]. It dissects the causes for astrology’s decline, by recognising the material, social, political, religious, and cultural influences, and emphasising the late humanist’s intellectual and institutional impacts on the matter. [5:  University of Oxford, Dr. Michelle Aroney (formerly Pfeffer) (2024) <https://www.history.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-pfeffer> [accessed 10/10/2024].  ]  [6:  Walsham offers an interesting view on the decline of magic and the disenchantment in the context of the Reformation. For more details see Alexandra Walsham, ‘The Reformation and “the disenchantment of the world” reassessed’. The Historical Journal, 51 (2008), 497-528. ] 


The two papers both address academics in history of sciences and religions, take completely different approaches to the history of astrology, one biographical and the other retrospective. Yet together, they offer some fascinating perspectives to the history of astrology and the scholarship of it.


2. Summary 

Astrology as a weapon

Knowledge is power[footnoteRef:7]. In a reading of Simon du Fresne’s twelfth-century poem, French observes that astrology was regarded as a much superior subject in learning compared to other arts like logic or grammar. Astrology’s high status relies upon its power for prediction, French and Pfeffer agree, and they list several examples for this application. In medicine, the ability for prognostication offers doctors a new apparatus, in addition to the existing uroscopy, for both better treatments and better advertising. In warfare, astrology and its subdiscipline astronomy have practical uses for military advancement. In religion, astrology allows Christians to understand the enemy’s opinions and empowers them in maintaining their own ideology. In politics, prophecy grants one the upper hand in conflicts. By examining the legislations of ancient Roman, Renaissance Italy, and seventeenth-century Mexico and England, Pfeffer concludes that the major ongoing polemic against astrology throughout history lies in the danger of using this knowledge rather than the knowledge itself. [7:  Francis Bacon, Meditationes sacrae (British Library, 1597).] 



A complex process

Since astrology is so powerful and easily politicised and militarized, it is not so difficult to speculate its delicate position in social, political, cultural and religious shifts. By examining the manuscripts of Roger and his contemporaries, French identifies some key factors responsible for Roger’s success in disseminating astrology knowledge. Firstly, being an educated man gives Roger the intellectual advantage to absorb and re-organise new material. Secondly, patronage and influential social circles, such as the royal court, cultivate scholarship and learning. As noted above, being a superior intellectual curiosity, as well as a military and religious interest, also promotes astrology’s popularity among the elites. Finally, the geographical significance of Hereford School, where Roger might have taught, provides unique access to foreign thoughts through the Jewish communities. His summary by and large acknowledges the intellectual factor.   

In contrast, Pfeffer’s investigation of astrology’s downfall in the Modern era seems much messier. Firstly she rejects the old polemics that astrology fails in its geocentric philosophy and inaccuracy in prediction, and argues that if it is the case then astrology would not have attracted modern scientists like Kepler and Galileo, nor laid the foundation for modern science. She then discusses the social, political, cultural and religious explanations for the phenomenon. To elaborate, predictions posed a threat to the establishment, and the social class change and the removal of astrology from universities in the seventeenth century made astrology withdrawn from the educated population. Thirdly, the continuing theological opposition, particularly during the Reformation and Counter-Reformation period, resulted in ecclesiastical censorship and self-censorship from astrologers. In addition, Pfeffer argues that the disenchantment affected by the humanist movement caused the alienation of astrology from natural philosophy, astronomy and medicine, characterised by the de-institutionalisation of Aristotelian thoughts, and new focuses on academic specialisation and statistical experiments. However, she later admits that the specialisms in academic teaching is subjective to social, political and cultural changes. The modern intellectuals’ – such as Pico’s – rejection of medieval and Arabic material in Aristotelian philosophy also indicates a rejection of foreign influences. And to further complicate the picture, Pfeffer reveals, that the self-censorship among astrologers already began in the medieval period, suggesting that astrology’s marginalisation may not be a rapid transition as Pfeffer previously insists. It appears that Pfeffer does not provide an answer to the marginalisation of astrology, only to raise more questions. 
 
Since French’s paper is not an overview of astrology history, he only briefly touches the topic. He regards that the institutionalisation of medicine, which is partly driven by profits, separates medicine from astrology, and ultimately leads to the removal of astrology from the curriculum. And the process is gradual, tracing back to the thirteenth century. However, in a rather cynical and reductionist view, French asserts that the (un)availability of certain knowledge, be it astrology or Greek natural philosophy, is always an active choice by the establishment, motivated by political agenda not intellectual curiosities. And this largely backtracks his consideration of the intellectual influence.
 
Drawn upon French and Pfeffer’s discussion, we conclude that the history of astrology is complex and consists multiple narratives.  
 

An individual approach

As Pfeffer points out, the earlier historians tend to dismiss astrology as a superstition or falsely attack its philosophy from a modern point of view. The overview approach to scholarship illustrated above draws a complex image, but cannot give credibility to astrology as a valid subject. To comprehend why astrology was once highly respectable for the well-educated, French offers an introduction on its philosophy and techniques based on Roger and William’s individual experiences. Astrology practice was based on the general belief that there is a relationship, either causal or correlating, between the celestial bodies and the earthly events, and on the Platonic notion that the heaven is perfect and both the earth/the matter and interpretations of it are particular and imperfect. Astrologers who directly study the perfect heavenly bodies, rather than the particular (e.g. symptoms, bodies, urines) or using the particular (i.e. interpretations and observations) for judgement can minimise their errors in prognosis. Astrology also uses a quasi-Aristotelian elementary system that is based on sympathy to assess the qualities of the celestial and the earthly, whose concept easily appeals to doctors who were already familiar with classical elements and humours. French also demonstrates astrologers were fully aware of issues surrounding astrology, e.g. earth’s precession, failed predictions and geocentrism, and did not see them as flaws. One of the recommendations Pfeffer raised, using Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora’s personal account as an example, is for historians to look at the astrologers’ individual thought processes and emotions, to apprehend their attitude or changes in attitude. And French does exactly that. His analysis is not merely technical but offers insight on the rationale and motivations of the astrologers. This echoes what Jeffrey Burton Russell believes, ‘(history) strives for a sense of the individual reality of the person or event, a perception of the person or event as it was/is in life… its goal is always the understanding of the individual.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jeffrey Burton Russell, The Devil: Perceptions of evil from antiquity to primitive Christianity. (Cornell University, 1987), p. 38. ] 



3. Analysis
The two papers under examination differ greatly in their styles. French’s paper is biographical, story-telling, and accessible to readers who are unfamiliar with astrological terminologies. In contrast, Pfeffer’s paper is lengthy and informative, and at times argumentative, presenting much wider opinions from secondary sources. Both French and Pfeffer give meticulous details to their subjects. For instance, the current scholarship acknowledges the diversity in the traditions and practices of astrology, and the two scholars make such distinctions in their discussion[footnoteRef:9]. Despite astronomy and Latin being out of his expertise, French makes a huge effort to utilise primary materials with the assistance of scholars from other fields[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  The term ‘Astrologies’ was coined by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene, referring to a wide range of practices, traditions and philosophies about astrology that cannot be recognised as a single concept. See Nicolas Campion and Liz Greene, ‘Introduction: Astrologies: Plurality And Diversity’, in Astrologies: Plurality And Diversity In The History of Astrology, ed. by Nicholas Campion and Liz Greene (Sophia Centre Press, 2011), pp1-15 (p.1-2). The two scholars seems to agree on Patrick Curry’s categorisation. Curry gives three versions of astrology: the higher form which is cosmological and philosophical, the middle form that is judicial (i.e. the prediction astrology), and the lower form which was popularised by almanacs and only concerned with nature. See Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology in early modern England: the making of a vulgar knowledge’, in Science, culture, and popular belief in Renaissance Europe, ed. by Stephen Pumfrey, Paolo Rossi, and Maurice Slawinski (Manchester, 1991), pp. 274–91. ]  [10:  Whyte, 2007. ] 

The two papers also contain some weaknesses in their arguments. Regarding the scholarship change of 2008, Pfeffer has an uneven election of works for the review and excludes papers like that of French, which makes her conclusion less persuasive[footnoteRef:11]. It is possible that other studies, which does not directly address the subject, still offers a valuable insight on the matter and require much attention from scholars. French’s conclusion on the transmission of knowledge also seems abrupt and reductionist, and requires further evidences. Whilst the decline of astrology and that of magic occurred at similar time, it is not convincing for Pfeffer to conclude they are alike. [11:  A statistical analysis of Pfeffer’s reference shows that 4.6% of the journals are from the 70s, 6% from the 80s, 16% from the 90s, 16.5% from the 00s, and 57% are of 2010s and 2020s combined. Only 43% of her references are from 1970s-2008, covering almost four decades of scholarship.] 



4. Conclusion

As we have seen, astrology was a powerful tool in medicine, warfare, politics and religious propaganda. The transmission of its knowledge and the marginalisation of this are both complex processes, and the review of the two papers highlights this challenge faced by scholars. We argue that the future scholarship in the history of astrology requires a multi-narrative approach to investigate the social, political, cultural, religious and intellectual factors. An emphasis on the study of individual reality is complimentary, and will enhance historians’ understanding of astrology as a valid subject in a historical context. 
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