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Assignment 1: A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources.

This essay compares Roger French’s article on ‘Foretelling the Future, Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’ [footnoteRef:1]published in 1996 by ‘The History of Science Society’ and Michelle Pfeffer’s ‘Reassessing the Marginalisation of Astrology in the Early Modern World’[footnoteRef:2] published in The Historical Journal in 2023. The comparison considers: the contextual backgrounds of the two authors, their subject matter and key arguments (if there are ones), their writing styles and approaches and finally their strengths and weaknesses. I will conclude by summarising the key comparative findings.  [1:  Roger French, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’. Isis 87, no. 3 (1996) 453–80. http://www.jstor.org/stable/235980.]  [2:  Michelle Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’. The Historical Journal 66, (2023), 1152-1176] 


Both authors are writing from the academic backgrounds of Oxford and Cambridge universities. French’s article is older. It was written in 1996 and Pfeffer’s article is more recent, published in 2023. Roger French was Director of the Wellcome Unit, History of Medicine at Cambridge, from 1975. It closed in 1999, and Roger French died in 2022. Roger French is the author of ‘Ancient Natural Histories’[footnoteRef:3] amongst many other books and held degrees in Zoology and a DPhil in the History of Medicine.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Roger French. Ancient Natural History: Histories of Nature (Routledge, 1994, 1st ed) https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203974162]  [4:  University of Cambridge, Roger French (1938-2002) University of Cambridge Department of History and Philosophy of Science (nd) https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french [accessed 20.10.2024]] 


In comparison, Michelle Pfeffer is currently researching the marginalisation of Astrology in New Spain and curating an exhibition at the Bodleian Library on divination and astrology across the world and throughout history. (This is happening from 6th December 2024 to 7th April 2025). Her surname has recently changed to Aroney. She is the author of many journal articles and is interested in the history of epidemics and is also writing a ‘biography’ of William Warburton’s classic Divine Legation of Moses (1738-41).[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  University of Oxford, Michelle Aroney (Pfeffer), University of Oxford Department for History (nd) https://www.history.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-pfeffer [accessed 20.10.2024]] 


Both authors are keen to bring light to an aspect of history they feel is neglected. However, French concentrates on an individual, Roger of Hereford and his circles, actions, education. Through this social exposition situated in England, we learn more about the role of astrology in medicine, education and society in Roger of Hereford’s time. Whereas Pfeffer reviews the historiography of astrology across a more global context. She focusses on how this historiographical sidelining of intellectual history may have led to astrology’s marginalisation. 

French’s article has an almost narrative style in comparison to Pfeffer’s chronological review. How history is written changes depending upon the culture of the era. Dr. Fernando Sanchez-Marcos provides an informative, but personal, summary of historiographical trends.[footnoteRef:6] Given that the purpose of French’s article is to shed light on the man, Roger of Hereford, whom French believes history has neglected, and a man who French was ‘fascinated’[footnoteRef:7] with it is conceivable that Roger French can be placed within the theoretical category of [6:  Fernando Sanchez – Marcos, Culturahistorica.org (2020) https://culturahistorica.org/historiography/historiography-of-the-19th-and-20th-centuries/#_edn3 [accessed 20.10.24]]  [7:  Nicholas Whyte, Roger of Hereford's Liber de Astronomice iudicandi: A Twelfth-Century Astrologer's Manual, M Phil Dissertation, (1991, 2002) https://nicholaswhyte.info/roger.htm] 


‘History that does not neglect the story, attentive to the great figures, to the exemplary destinations, to the fate of nations and empire’.[footnoteRef:8]  [8: Fernando Sanchez – Marcos, Culturahistorica.org (2020) https://culturahistorica.org/historiography/historiography-of-the-19th-and-20th-centuries/#_edn3 [accessed 20.10.24]] 


Whereas Michelle Pfeffer’s article may fall into the category of

‘The postmodern intellectual climate is characterised by its questioning of the optimistic rationalism typical of enlightened modernity, which believed that reality was transparent and could be moulded by reason’.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Sanchez-Marcos, 2020] 


I suggest this because Pfeffer questions the way historians have written about astrology in the past. Neither suggested category is conclusive as to the authors’ theoretical stance but used to illuminate the differences in style. 

The cultural context of writing history will shape the way that it is written, and historiography cannot be excluded from a cultures’ shifts in paradigms. Culture is a complex[footnoteRef:10] construct and historiography will absorb and reflect these complexities.  [10:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford, Blackwell, 2000) 1.] 


This idea of culture shaping writing is eloquently expressed by Brian Stock.

‘Historical writing is largely the story of perceived change. Change in an objective sense may well be taking place, but the materials out of which books on history are made never reflect it directly. Instead, they tell the story of various, partial recordings of change. However, these are disguised they really add up to interpretations’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Brian Stock, Listening for the Text, (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996; Originally published by the John Hopkins University Press ,1990) 76.] 


Therefore, if we consider the above comments from Stock, both French and Pfeffer are offering an interpretation of history. Their articles have this in common with each other too. 

Pfeffer writes about how the historiography of astrology may have contributed to the marginalisation of astrology. She is concerned that there has been a lack of what she calls ‘intellectual history’[footnoteRef:12] as historians have attributed the ‘disenchantment of the world’[footnoteRef:13] to explanations of social, political and cultural narratives. In other words, their writings have not necessarily been factual and unbiased. They may indeed be interpretations.[footnoteRef:14] However, positively, she believes there has been a shift in the last fifteen years. She explains how the ‘about turns’ in the historiography of the last fifteen years encourages questioning about ‘the role of ideas in cultural transformations.’[footnoteRef:15] As a scholar who is dedicated to the subject of the marginalisation of astrology on a global level, she is keen to highlight research and study into the ‘disenchantment’ of the world and in doing so would challenge other historians’ opinions on the demise of astrology such as Professor Sarton on the publication by E.S Drower’s Mandean ‘Book of the Zodiac’ – ‘the wretched collection of omens, debased astrology and miscellaneous nonsense’[footnoteRef:16] by seeking a scientific and rational exclamation to the demise of astrology  rather than a ‘side swipe’ of personal opinion, and she lends her support to historians like Keith Thomas who focusses on the vitality of early modern astrology and likens its demise to a ‘silent revolution’[footnoteRef:17] We must remember that although Pfeffer’s paper is a review, it is necessarily also an interpretation.  [12:  Pfeffer, 1152.]  [13:  Pfeffer, 1152.]  [14:  Stock, 76.]  [15:  Pfeffer, 1152.]  [16:  Otto Neugebauer. ‘The History of Wretched Subjects. Culture and Cosmos 1.02 (1997) 5-6]  [17:  Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (London 1971) 681 ‘as silent as the decay in the intellectual prestige of astrology’] 


In comparison, French’s article is about the ‘life and times’ of Roger of Hereford and has a medical focus on the association of astrology with medicine. I have used the words ‘life and times’ because French uses a more narrative style than Pfeffer. French’s subheadings demonstrate this narrative ‘feel’. Firstly, we are given the context of Arabic astrologers in Roger’s world followed by ‘The Man’ himself (about whom not much was known), Roger’s ‘School’ and his contemporaries, the ‘Circle’ and the ‘Borderlands’ or where he lived and finally a long section on Roger’s astrology itself. Pfeffer also used sections to separate her writing but rather than titles, the numbers I -IV are used. Pfeffer adopts a more neutral structure that mirrors the intentions she sets out in her abstract. 

Pfeffer starts with an abstract that summarises the content and the structure of her paper, which she adheres to, whereas French starts his article off in a more dramatic way, and with capital letters to emphasise the importance of Roger of Hereford, with the statement that “ROGER OF HEREFORD HAS BEEN KNOWN TO HISTORIANS’[footnoteRef:18]. What follows is not so much of a golden thread (unlike Pfeffer who sticks to how historiography itself might be to blame for the marginalisation of astrology over the years) but an account of different aspects of astrology in the medieval times from the influence of the Arabian astrologers and possible links that Roger of Hereford had to these and the link between astrology and medicine and Roger’s friend William of England’s claim to fame about adding astrology to uroscopy in medicinal practice.[footnoteRef:19] It is on the third page of the article that French tells us what his purpose of his paper is, unlike the short abstract used by Pfeffer. [18:  French, 453.]  [19:  French, 476.] 


‘This essay accordingly argues that the early close relationship of medicine and astrology made its judicial form (as exemplified in the writings of Roger) of potential use to doctors and that one doctor -William -realised some of that potential.’[footnoteRef:20] [20:  French, 455.] 


In her numerically structured article, which starts with an abstract outlining her intentions, Pfeffer focusses on historiographical trends of the last fifty years and then, in section II, she looks at how ‘discarded paradigms about the causal role of intellectual developments have been making something of a comeback’[footnoteRef:21] Section III provides more context for the dismissal of astrology in different layers of society and section IV provides a short conclusion that argues ‘intellectual history has been sidelines into a field which still has the ability to make significant contributions’[footnoteRef:22] to history itself.  [21:  Pfeffer, 1153.]  [22:  Pfeffer, 1175.] 


Pfeffer presents a clear outline of the literature she has reviewed in forming her statements about why astrology has become marginalised. She presents coherent arguments and uses connectives that are linked by a chronology. Whereas French provides more content, focus on context: schools, universities, role of astrology and local religions and is more of a social commentary than an argument. 

In French’s article, there are statements that suggest ‘probablies’ supporting the idea that ‘historians have always known that we can only see the past ‘through a glass darkly’[footnoteRef:23] For example, statements like: [23:  Richard, Evans, In Defence of History (Granta Books, London, 1997,) 104.] 


‘Roger was a key figure in the dissemination of Arabic astrology in England because he was familiar with the Introductorium of the ninth century Muslim Abu Ma’shar’[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  French, 455.] 


Familiarity with a text does not automatically mean Roger was a key figure in its dissemination. Elsewhere, the language is suggestive. Comments like ‘Perhaps fearing that the reader may be skeptical, Abu Ma’shar leads him gently to the subject’[footnoteRef:25], and ‘It is surely a reasonable guess that the astrologer at the school of Hereford was Roger’ and ‘What excited men like Daniel of Morley was predicting the future’ [25:  French,455.] 


French’s article uses a mixture of primary and secondary sources. Pfeffer’s article uses more secondary sources, and this would suit the nature of her review article. French’s subject lends itself to drawing more on primary sources. Both papers draw upon multiple sources. 

Pfeffer concludes her article by drawing together into summary the main points of her article by stating that what she has shown is that there is ‘no one dimensional explanation’ for the marginalisation of astrology and she does indeed conclude with what she says at the outset of her article by ‘contending that after decades of neglect, it is an opportune time to bring intellectual history back into our studies of the ‘disenchantment of the world’[footnoteRef:26] whereas French concludes with how the use of Greek natural philosophy was being used because it had been ‘fetched for such purposes’ unlike the astrology of Roger of Hereford which ‘had diffused’ and ‘been transmitted to the West’[footnoteRef:27] This is a broader concept than cited as the purpose of the essay which was to argue that: [26:  Pfeffer, 1152.]  [27:  French, 479.] 


‘The early close relationship of medicine and astrology made its judicial form (as exemplified in the writings of Roger) of potential use to doctors and that one doctor-William-realised some of that potential’[footnoteRef:28] [28:  French, 455.] 


Both authors write about neglect in history. French is concerned with the neglect of an individual and Pfeffer with the neglect of intellectual history. I have explained Pfeffer’s ability to stick to clear lines of argument detailed in a transparent structure expressed in her abstract in comparison to the more narrative style and social commentary of Roger French. 

Differences in the articles arise from cultural context. It is explained that French had an ‘fascination’ with Roger of Hereford[footnoteRef:29] hailing from the same region and bearing the name and so, it is this passion for his hero is driving his writing. Local people as well as academics would engage with French’s article. On the other hand, Pfeffer is driving an important argument about the marginalisation of astrology because of historiography and championing the cause for a more intellectual approach to history. She is writing for an academic audience. Both writers are writing to be heard. The articles differ because they are written for different purposes. They are similar because they are both personal interpretations of history.  [29:  Nicholas Whyte, Roger of Hereford's Liber de Astronomice iudicandi: A Twelfth-Century Astrologer's Manual, M Phil Dissertation, (1991, 2002) https://nicholaswhyte.info/roger.htm] 
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