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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers 

Word count: 1558
This essay compares two papers from JSTOR searched with the words ‘Culture’ and ‘Astrology’. The papers chosen are Ann Moyer, 'The Astronomers' Game: Astrology and University Culture in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries', Early Science and Medicine, Vol 4, No 3 (1999), pp. 228-250 and Shoshanah Feher, 'Who Looks to the Stars? Astrology and its Constituency', Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion', Vol 31, No 1 (1992), pp 88-93. Both papers were written in the late twentieth century although, Moyer writes about the presence of astrology in Europe universities in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and, on the other hand, Feher characterizes who is interested in astrology according to the attendants of an American Congress of astrology in 1989. In this essay the two papers will be compared according to the definitions of the terms Culture and Astrology and, also, the ideas within the articles relating to where is astrology taught and who are the ones interested in astrology will be correlated.

Culture and Astrology are both difficult terms to define. According to Terry Eagleton ‘”culture” is said to be one of the two or three most complex words in the English language’ and astrology, as Patrick Curry wrote, ‘has never been just one thing’.
 In the chosen articles neither the authors define the term culture but their works relate to it. Moyer, as she stated in the title of her article, considers university as a culture and Feher concludes her study saying that the ones ‘most actively involved in astrology’ belong to ‘the dominant culture’.
 Culture, as Terry Eagleton wrote, ‘is the unconscious verso of the recto of civilized life’ so perhaps Moyer considered university as having its proper rules and assumptions that will lead to a certain way of living within the academic environment.
 When Feher assumes that there is a dominant culture it is in opposition to the ones considered marginal showing an approach to the term related with the social conditions of people which included ‘being non-white, female, not having or expecting post graduate education, not currently married, and being bothered a lot by health problems’.
 These parameters used to define marginality were considered by Robert Wuthnow when he created an index of marginality for his study about who were interested in astrology in San Francisco in 1973.
 When Feher assumes two cultures which come from different life conditions and Taking Eagleton’s opinion on culture that relies on ‘taken-for-granted beliefs and predilections’, it might be considered that those social disparities influence people’s assumptions and tastes.
 While Moyer considered a specific culture within university in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Feher studied a group of people concluding that its majority was part of a dominant culture in the twentieth century in America.

Considering astrology, Moyer describes it within the university environment as a ‘practical application of astronomy and astronomical principles’.
 In her study she describes a game that was built to aid the learning of astrology but its instructions involved only the rules of movement and aspects between the heavenly bodies without relating to ‘things sublunary’.
 This might not be exactly what Patrick Curry defined as astrology since he relates it to the ‘interpretation’ of the stars.
 Feher studied the attendants of a Conference about astrology in order to have some sociological insights about who adhered to it but no reference is made to what astrology is considered to be. Within her sociological research she cites other scholars enumerating possible views of astrology as ‘a response to modernity’, ‘as part of the occult in general’ and as related ‘to mass culture’, but without defining astrology.
 Regarding Curry’s definition of astrology, which relates to the ‘meaning of the stars’, the only connection with it is in the title of her article where she asks ‘Who looks to the stars?’, thus linking astrology with the observation of the stars.

These two articles focused on specific groups of people that are related to astrology and so, interested in the subject. Moyer studied the teaching of astrology in university in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and how the interest on astrology, back then, moved outwards the teaching classes. Scholars kept their practice in astrological principles with the astronomers’ game in their free time, which was a leisure activity but also an aid to learn and teach astrology.
 Continuing dedicated in practicing astrology outside the classroom shows how this discipline was important for scholars of that time and, as Moyer wrote, made part the ‘leisure pursuits of learned men’.
 Feher characterized a group of people ‘seriously interested in astrology’, as she also wrote ‘a sample of people interested enough in astrology to attend an international conference on the subject’.

In the article from Moyer it is clear that astrology was taught at universities in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as she states that its ‘formal study’, along with astronomy, ‘was firmly based in the universities’ and was part of the curriculum for the bachelor’s degree.
 Moyer also noted that Astronomy, in that period, was also considered a very important and complex discipline and according to Moyer, the terms ‘astrology’ and ‘astronomy’ were often confused. As Nick Campion also observed, within the classical though, the terms, astrology and astronomy, were ‘interchangeable’ until the seventeenth century.
 On the other hand, when considering education in the results from Feher’s inquiry, it shows that the majority of people who answer the questionnaire had some college education although it is not defined in which subject they were educated.
 Thus, it might be considered that the understanding of astrology involves a great deal of study since it was part of the formal study in universities from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Also, it is clear that in the twentieth century those with no college education at all are the less interested in astrology. However, it cannot be argued that the persons interviewed in the Congress are educated in astrology for the reason that the study from Feher does not cover that information.

Comparing these two papers another idea can be analysed related with the use of astrology outside the contexts that were the main focus in each paper. Moyer affirms that astrology was ‘not exclusive province of university-trained experts’ being also practiced within ‘lower social levels’.
 Ahead in her work Moyer also refers offenses, from scholars of that time, to the practice of astrology ‘along with other, more popular forms of astrology’ which led, with their lack of learning, to ‘frauds and charlatans’.
 Astrology was practiced in two different contexts but it is clear ‘the importance of proper learning’ to be used by ‘genuine, learned practitioners’.
 Feher also distinguishes people interested in astrology in two groups, those among the dominant culture which are the most interested in astrology, and those who are marginal.
 In her paper Feher discusses her results in comparison with the results from a similar study from Robert Wuthnow, published in 1976, where he concluded that the marginal are the ones more interested in astrology.
 The results from these studies led to opposed conclusions and this, for Feher, might be related to the ‘different sample types’ used by them, while she studied a sample of people interested in astrology, Wuthnow started from a random sample of persons from San Francisco looking for those interested in astrology.
 Another difference in these studies is that in Wuthnow’s work he considered those interested in astrology but also those who believed in astrology and when considering the uses that the persons from his study would give to astrology, he appoints, without any certainty, to ‘a substitute for more conventional religious commitments’.
 When studying the people who attended the Congress Feher considers them as interested in astrology but she did not study whether they were believers in astrology and what was the purpose of their use of astrology. However when Feher contrasted her results with Wuthnow study she suggests that the marginal are ‘involved in astrology as a leisure interest’ while the ‘mainstream’ are ‘actively interested’ and disposed to attend a conference.
 Feher also proposed a continuum starting from those considered marginal to the ‘mainstream’ and while moving towards the mainstream a more active interest in astrology increase.

The comparison of these two papers showed that astrology is part of different cultures and the way people are related to astrology might be linked with their cultural context. For both Moyer and Feher astrology is connected with observing the stars although neither of them relates it to the interpretation of the stars defined by Curry. Yet, each paper refers differently to the idea of culture as Moyers wrote specifically about university culture and Feher separated a group of people as mainstream or marginal. Both papers refer to groups of people interested in astrology and that interest came along with some engaging in college education. Although in the fifteenth and sixteenth century that higher education was in astrology it is not known in what fields the attendants of the congress in 1989 were educated. A last point of comparison is that along with a group of people from a certain social culture interested in the seriously study of astrology, there is also a group of people, from a different social context, which might be interested in astrology only as leisure. Besides in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that education in astrology was fairly important for a good astrological practise.
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