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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers: Glen M Cooper, 'Galen and Astrology: A Mésalliance?', Early Science and Medicine (2011), and Roger French, 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century', Isis (1996). The following themes will be explored initially: a brief introduction of the two authors, followed by a historical contextualization of both articles. Consequently, the essay will examine how the papers approach the distinction between judicial and natural astrology, then it will explore the scholarly views on the historical connections between astrology and medicine, and the historical role of astrology in medical prognostication.

Authors

Glen M. Cooper is a historian with multi-cultural knowledge, he has taught at Claremont McKenna College in California, and has done research on Ancient Greek Medicine at Freie Universität, Berlin.
 Some of his publications have focused on the history of science and medicine.
 Cooper’s background is also scientific. In fact, he has pursued undergraduate studies in mathematical physics, with a special focus on Einstein’s general relativity theory. Roger French (1938-2002) taught History of Medicine at Cambridge from 1975 to 1995.
 He published eight books and several articles about medical history, with a particular focus on the period between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. He had a connection with Herefordshire, and did substantial research on Roger of Hereford, a twelfth-century astronomer and astrologer (c.1178-98).

Cooper’s Article

Cooper explored the idea that Galen’s astrology served as a rhetorical addendum to his medical practice, rather than constituting an integral part of it.
 The author used Galen’s Critical Days, originally De Diebus Decretoriis, to explore the astrological language Galen (129–c.216 AD) used in medical practice. The paper highlighted the difficulty of eradicating what he saw as an unrealistic historical entanglement between astrology and Galenism.
 In fact, Cooper’s position challenged the notion that astrology provided empirical support to Galen’s practice and therapies. Cooper stated that his scholarly view changed as he pursued his research on the Critical Days and the Crises.
 His initial approach was aimed at explaining Galen’s astrology in connection with a scientific understanding of the world. Nevertheless, after looking into the empirical methodology used by the ancient scientist, Cooper concluded that astrology was not essential in Galenian research.
 The arguments put forward describe Cooper’s unfavourable position towards the idea that astrology might have had any practical importance in Galen’s work.

French’s Article

French’s article addressed the relevance of astrology in late-twelfth-century medical practice. The text strongly focuses on Roger of Hereford and his relationship with astrology. As explained by Nicholas Campion, Charles Haskins and Josiah Russell, during the Middle Ages, Arabic influence was prominent across a large part of Europe, and several texts were translated from Arabic to Latin, including in England.
 French’s article also contains information about William of England, another relatively obscure twelfth-century figure who called himself a ‘medicus’, even though his education remains unclear.
 Roger K. French (1938-2002) was a lecturer in History of Medicine at Cambridge University.
 French, unlike Cooper, considered astrology to be of significant importance in the medical practice of the twelfth century. He specified that astrology ‘seemed to offer a superior kind of knowledge’ to the doctor, who could understand the microcosm within the macrocosmic context.
 Though French’s article dealt with a more recent historical period, his perspective appears to have differed quite strongly from that of Cooper, who argued that astrology was not predominant in the work of Galen.

Judicial and Natural Astrology

An understanding of the difference between judicial and natural astrology is central in the examination of these two papers. Nicholas Campion wrote:

Natural astrology required no more than the observation of natural influences deriving from the planets, and was universally accepted in the medieval and Renaissance worlds. Judicial astrology, requiring the astrologer’s judgement, depended on complex deductions made from horoscopes and was widespread, but never entirely accepted by theological and sceptical opponents.

Campion has elsewhere explained that the boundaries between judicial and natural astrology may overlap.
 In fact, he shed light on the flexibility of astrological thought throughout history. The study of the heavens can be seen as an orthopraxy, in which practice takes a more dominant role than belief.
 Cooper provided a description of both judicial and natural astrology, highlighting the fact that Galen’s work contains an indiscriminate use of methods and ideas which pertain to these two categorizations of astrology. He pointed out that Galen would have not considered magic and divination in his practice, because of his focus on rational procedures, rather than prophecy.
 Cooper cited a sarcastic passage from the Critical Days, in which Galen drew a parallel between the rational physician and the diviner.
 In French’s article a different approach is found. According to him, in medieval times the ‘most precise form of prediction was judicial astrology’, which was more popular amongst the royalty than in religious settings.
 He argued that in medieval times there was a symbiosis between medicine and astrology which allowed physicians to use astrology in a judicial sense.
 On a general note, Daryn Lehoux specified that ancient astrology was widely concerned with both collective and individual issues, dealing with the prediction and analysis of matters which are nowadays covered by modern disciplines.
 In relation to medieval English medicine, French also highlighted the possibility that Roger of Hereford was a pioneer in making a ‘judicial’ prognostication system available to European medical scientists.
 As explained by Josiah Russell, Roger was an enigmatic figure and has been identified in multiple ways, including Roger Infans, a name which appeared in charters at Hereford in the late twelfth century, and Rogerus Puer.
 Cooper and French held different opinions regarding the historical role of astrology in medicine. While Cooper’s opinion appears to have had a more sceptical, deterministic emphasis, French remained grounded in the understanding of medieval astrology as a valuable aspect of the medicine of those times.

The Role of Astrology in Medicine

Cooper attempted to delineate a clear distinction between judicial and natural astrology, laying the foundations for an analysis of Galen’s relationship with the subject.
 This allowed him to embrace a two-fold notion; Galen’s medicine was closer to natural astrology than its judicial counterpart, yet astrology as a whole did not play a predominant role in Galen’s study.
 Differently, French pointed out that, in the twelfth century, ‘the medical man was already in the business of prediction’.
 He specified that a tendency to try and predict outcomes could be traced to Hippocrates, and Roger considered astrology as a study which was second only to the study of the Creator.
 In this way, astrology could be seen as a major endorsement, a reason for greater credibility that would benefit the medieval physician. French pointed out that William defined astrological medicine as a superior study, because it would allow the physician to start an investigation from an outlook of the heavens and descend into the particulars of life.
 According to Cooper, the astrologically inclined doctors of the Middle Ages believed that Galen supported astrology, falsely attributing the treatise De Decubitu to the latter, and some other astrological ideas to Hippocrates.
 French also mentioned that during the Middle Ages hindsight turned even Hippocrates into an astrologer.
 However, he added that Roger of Hereford shifted the focus of medical astrology from the determination of dispositions to prediction. One of the main points which emerge with certainty from this study is that a system of universal influences was present in the study of medicine during both the second and twelfth centuries AD. Cooper’s reasoning appears suppositive, especially in his comments on Galen’s astrological reasoning in Book III of the Critical Days. In Cooper’s opinion, Galen’s prognostication could have been equally valid if celestial influences had been ignored.
 It could probably be argued that this is more a personal opinion than a rational conclusion, because it appears that Cooper decided to look at the issue specifically with modern eyes. While French’s approach emphasized some deep humanistic and historical research, as clearly described by the number of his citations and the additional descriptions added in between footnotes, Cooper’s method appears more quantitative than qualitative. An example of this is his keyword search on the Thesaurus Linguae Grecae for the purpose of assessing the importance of astrology in Galen’s work.
 It seems unclear whether such method could have really shed any light on the qualitative, rather than quantitative, aspects of Galen’s astrology.

Prognosis through Astrology

Both Cooper and French focused on medical prognostication, giving accounts of the ancient concept of medical crises. Greek doctors identified patterns in the development of febrile illnesses.
 Such crises coincided with increased symptomatology and were considered pivotal for the patient’s future outlook. Cooper referred to Galen’s knowledge of harmonic theories and their application in medical studies.
 In fact, Galen used musical concepts in his work, drawing on Ptolemy’s (100-170 AD) Harmonics. Galen envisioned a harmonic cosmos, the equilibrium of which can be potentially disrupted by the mistakes made by a physician when attempting to treat a patient.
 Therefore, a successful prognosis depends on the existence of harmonic relationships between physician, nature and patient. The physician, whom Galen considered to be a natural philosopher as well, became a central figure in this process, because an understanding of this natural order allowed for the detection and correction of any perturbations.
 French recognized that medical prediction was rooted in Hippocratic theory. In fact, he mentioned the medical crises, describing the attempts of medieval astrologers to predict critical days. He added that uroscopy, the analysis of urine, was practically applied in connection with astrology; one of the first men to do so was William of England. He believed in the ability to prognosticate without seeing the patient, just through an analysis of the urine sample alone. William’s approach included the election of propitious astrological times for treatments, highlighting the possibility of aligning with the perfect cosmos. This ideology was mirrored in Roger’s work, which pointed out the contrast between the sky’s perfection and earthly dynamics.

Conclusion

This essay has highlighted the differences and connections between Cooper’s and French’s articles, focusing on the role of astrology in medicine during the second and twelfth centuries AD. A clear distinction between Cooper’s astrologically adverse dialogue and French’s supportive narrative can be drawn. Cooper attempted to prove that astrology played only a rhetorical role in Galen’s work, despite showing considerable evidence about the presence of astrological language in those ancient texts. In fact, as stated in his conclusion, he attempted to show that astrology is an overarching structure which potentially obscures Galenic medicine, and that such an ideological connection represents an inheritance of astrologically inclined medieval interpretations. On the other hand, French’s analysis considered that astrology was a valuable and popular tool in medieval times. In his short closing section he stated that Roger’s and William’s astrology were strongly focused on foretelling the future. According to French, both Roger and William appear to have seen astrological thought and practice as epitomes of divine perfection. To assert this, he used evidence from both authors, analysing the connections between their works, Arabic astrological techniques and the relevance of these in medieval medicine. In this regard, French appears to have embraced the medieval scholarly narrative, which was more in tune with astrological thought, as Cooper also suggested. Influences such as that of the Moon upon the tides, which fall into the realm of natural astrology, were widely accepted in those times. Nevertheless, it has to be taken into account that the idea of casting horoscopes to reveal the future was disputed by many, especially the clergy. From this analysis, Galen’s perspective appears to have gathered most of its strength from a preconceived idea that astrology did not serve ancient physicians as much as later scholarship has written about. It would also be useful to explore whether he could back up his ideas with any knowledge of astrology, though this does not transpire from the article. It is also worth contrasting Cooper’s dismissive observations with the fact that he provided numerous references which actually highlighted Galen’s attention to astrology. The two articles addressed different historical periods, but this study also highlighted that the roots of medieval astrology were both Hippocratic and Galenic.
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