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‘A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers’ 

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search terms ‘Astrology’ and ‘Culture’. The two papers chosen are Tirykanian, Edward A. 'Toward the Sociology Esoteric Culture'. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. Vol 78 (1972): 491 -512 and Feher, Soshanah 'Who Looks to The Stars? Astrology and its Constituency'. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. Vol 31 (1992): 88-93. Terry Eagleton’s insight into culture defines it as ‘to be one of the two or three most complex words in the English language’, highlighting the depth to the study. Astrology also has many definitions from ancient to modern times. A current definition of astrology ‘is the practise of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on Earth’ stated by Patrick Curry.  Both JSTOR papers are different in that Tiryakin (1972) commentary is related to a broader sociological enquiry regards the phenomenon and rise of occult practises, as compared to Feher (1992) analysis specific to astrology. Both papers use correlating sources for their arguments, although Feher (1992) paper was written twenty years later. In assessing both papers I will determine whether astrology and occult practises are ‘an integral component in the formation’ of culture and determine who are the proponents of occult practises.  

‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’ is congruent with Raymond Williams definition of culture in respect to education and its impact in society, therefore Tiryakin uses historical and sociological effects of the time to explain his conclusions, as compared to Feher’s paper that focuses on statistical data to prove astrology’s constituency. Even though Tirykanian (1972) paper is broader in content exposing ‘the major foci of occult’ the comparison of papers are still relevant, as astrology being the most ‘predominant’ in occult practises. In fact, after analysing the data provided we can see that Feher (1972) conclusions may be a significant source to Tiryakin’s request for ‘further empirical studies’ to support his claims.

Analysing the data is an important factor in comparing these two papers. Both have empirical evidence and statistics from a Western demographic source. In Tiryakin (1972) he uses Fischler’s source material to include Table 1 in his paper, information gathered in France. Feher (1992) uses her own survey carried out at the 1989 United Astrologers’ Congress in New Orleans, contrasted with a 1990 Gallup poll showing 25% of the U.S. population to create Table 1. She also creates Table 2 comparing her (UAC ’89) survey with Wuthnow’s (1976) empirical evidence, his demographic consisting of 1000 people from San Francisco. 

The clearest similarity regards the data between both papers is that women ‘were disproportionately represented’. This would appear accurate if we consider contemporary sources, such as Nick Campion’s statement that ‘Ninety percent of the average astrology class are female’ and supporting this from Berdanette Brady paper on Gender and Astrology explaining ‘the 20th centuary’s cultural shift…to a female dominated study of the subject’. 

Age was missing from Table 1 (1992), compared to Wuthnow’s statistics and Table 1 (1972) that highlight age as a considerable factor in their conclusions. As a subtantial proportion of Tiryakin’s paper is relevant to youth culture, it is significant that Feher excluded this in her (UAC ’89) survey, although using the 1990 Gallup Poll also excludes age, comparing her data with the Gallup poll may well be the reason for this omission. Nevertheless, despite age as an exclusion from Feher’s paper, we could most likely determine from Table 1, particularly in regards to personal income, education and political views, that may conclude her findings are representative of a younger audience, showing a 26% the highest percentage at lower income, some education at 65%, and the highest percentage liberal views at 53%. 

Both papers agree that the results represent mainstream society, or the ‘white collar’ worker, having the greatest interest in astrology. In Table 1 in Tiryakin (1972) confirms this, as employees 46% and small business owners 36% make up the highest percentage that believe in astrology, compared to professional executives at 34% and unemployed 30%. (1992) Gallup Poll also supports this, revealing all fields suggesting ‘middle America’ has the largest overall interest in astrology. 

However, it is important to be critical of the data provided and the limitations it presents. The statistics of the Gallup Poll only represent 25% of the USA population and criteria in Table 1 Tiryakin (1972) is limited to only three questions, that represented a basic view of astrology. On the contrary, Feher’s (UAC ’89) survey had more discerning questions, although the audience had  a deeper interest in astrology, as the 383 who completed the survey had been studying astrology, those that did not ‘tended to less involved’, therefore the data may not be fully representative excluding those with a passing interest. These limitations are to be noted regards the data presented. Despite this bias, Feher’s results do support Tiraykins claims that some of astrology’s constituency may well be young, self-taught astrologers, representing a demographic seeking astrology though ‘speculative curiosity’ rather than progressing into higher academia. 

It is also significant to note that ethnic minorities may not be accurately represented from the evidence of both papers, considering the disparities between Feher’s and Wuthnow’s figures regards to race, the results advocating astrology’s constituency are predominantly white, may well be incorrect. 

Nevertheless, despite the limitations, Feher’s analysis against Wuthnow’s in Table 2, concludes that astrology’s’ constituency are not uniquely marginal, and those of higher income brackets and higher learning are part of astrology’s demographic. Table 1 (1992) also supports this evidence as a high percentage from the (UAC ’89) survey shows personal income at 31% for incomes over $41,000. In education, 28% reveal those holding a graduate degree and 30% who’s political views are moderate, all suggesting intellectualism and part of a higher social class. 

Tiryakin (1972) supports this, who in his observations sees those ‘of high education achievement’ are interested in astrology and other occult practises and part of an ‘exoteric’ culture, whose practises stem from ‘esoteric’ culture. Tiryankin suggests many established institutions related to exoteric culture may well be part of secret societies, or groups with codes of conduct not privy to the masses. Therefore, the knowledge of these institutions remains hidden. This may largely explain why the Gallup Poll in Table 1 (1992) excludes these findings and therefore more bias to mainstream culture.  

Feher’s ‘non marginal’ claim may be the evidence Tiryakin was looking for to prove his observations. Feher’s conclusions may also prove that Tiryakin’s claim that the sociology of esoterism and its revival is an ‘integral component in the formation of a new cultural matrix’, validated by her claim that those who were marginal at the time of Wuthnow’s survey, may have now have changed from learners to teachers of occultism and therefore ‘have become a part of mainstream society’, in fact may represent the majority of her (UAC ’89) survey. A recent Gallup poll in 2001 supports this, as well Edgar Morin quote (Tiryakin 1972) ‘mass media plays an integrative role in bourgeois civilisation’, therefore advances in technology and social media may explain Rebecca Nicholson’s recent article ‘Why Millennials are Turning to Astrology’. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Tiryakins paper ‘Towards the Sociology of Escoteric Culture’ (1972), at the time of writing, the popularity of occultism within youth culture and highly educated members of society may well have been integral to the development and popularity of astrology today. As technology increases and information continues to proliferate, according to Tiryakin, we may well see the practise of occult practises rise further. Feher’s evidence in ‘Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and its Constituency’ (1992) supports Tiryakin, in that the practise and interest of the occult are not necessarily limited to a counterculture, or to those on the margins of society and mainstream society. On the contrary, adherents of occult practises may well be part of the established, wealthy classes, as well as influential members of society. According to the evidence of both papers, knowledge of astrology may grow further within society, and therefore, we could the continuation and further significance of esoteric practises in modern culture. However, it is important to recognise the limitations of such evidence presented in both papers, as the surveys are limited to specific geographical regions and to specific demographics. Therefore, the implications and contributions of both Tiryakin and Feher may only represent a small percentage of a worldwide community, and possibly, the conclusions in both papers are not as significant as the papers may suggest. 






