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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers, using the search Themes Astrology and Culture. The papers chosen are Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology and Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 15, (June 1976) pp. 157-168 and of Shoshanah Feher ‘Who Looks to the Stars?’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 31. No. 1 (March 1992) pp. 88-93. 
Both papers present empirical investigations within two different time frames to demonstrate the demographic qualities of a population who are interested in astrology. Robert Wuthnow
 from the Sociology department at the University of Tucson Arizona has conducted a survey in 1972 to explain the current boom of interest in astrology. Wuthnow argues that this can be explained in two ways.  Firstly, astrology is a portrayed as a part of a counterculture amongst the youth who are from a well-educated background familiar with the rational of the sciences but are at variance with the social norms imposed upon its outlook. Secondly, the interest of astrology can be found within demographic groups who are not so well-educated, are unemployed, ill, lonely or are in need of finding coping strategies for their existence as they feel caught within the fringes of society. Shoshanah Feher
, a doctoral student in sociology at the University of California, Santa Barbara, proposes an exploratory study of astrology and its constituency in 1989. Unlike previous research her study showed that the characteristics of the general population were found amongst those who are interested in astrology thus shedding new light and understandings onto this demographic group.      
Wuthnow’s design for the investigation was to produce data from a random demographic group living in the San Francisco Bay area in 1973. The area was chosen as at the time it expressed the forms of a so called counterculture. This was expressed by new social arrangements, living styles, new modes of religious expressions such as Eastern thoughts and mysticism. Marcello Truzzi claims of an occult revival at the time found evident in the flourishing book sales of this subject matter by thus spreading much of this information into the contemporary American urban society in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s
. Wuthnow felt that this phenomenon was widespread enough to conduct his survey amongst a sample group of some 1000 random people who had a domicile in this area. Wuthnow chose persons from the age of 16 years and over. He then oversampled the age group of a ratio of 2:1 of the age group from 16 to 30 years of age for the reasons being this would support his first theory. He obtained an overall response rate of 78%. The criteria of an astrology interest would be to know what a horoscope is, to know their sun sign. Also the respondents would be considered committed to astrology if they believed that the stars and planets have a lot to do with their life’s destiny.

Wuthnow’s results in Table 1 Astrology by age, indicated that the younger group were more aware of their sun sign and what a horoscope is. However although the percentage of the older group was slightly less this produced inconclusive results to Wuthnow’s counterculture found within the youth at the time. 
  Tables 2. Astrology by Background and Characteristics Wuthnow explored the social location of astrology in relation to the respondents schooling, ethnicity, marital status, work and physical characteristics such as being overweight. Wuthnow requested the interviewers to evaluate the weight of each respondent. Here is a point of ethics if this was done with or without the consent of the respondents. Table 3. Astrology by Subjective Problems further tested on other marginal traits of the respondents which only reinforced Wuthnow’s expectation that such respondents were dissatisfied with their lot in life and would resort to astrology to help them cope with it. 
 Wuthnow further created a “Marginality Index” (Table 4)where he awarded a point to the respondents if they were assessed as being non-white, female, not having or expecting a post-graduate education, not being currently married or being bothered a lot by health problems.
 The design of the tables fully supported the Wuthnow’s view that the more signs of deprivation within a respondent the higher the proportion of the interest and belief in astrology. 
Wuthnow’s tables tend to focus on the marginal on those without power in society rather than investigating that the interest could be due to searching for new meanings in life or forms of self-exploration . It was not revealed exactly where his team of professional interviewers from a Survey Research Center exactly went within the San Francisco Bay area. Were the respondents part of the elite areas of the San Francisco Bay or was the survey conducted only in areas where alternative commune housing are found.  Interestingly, in relation to ethnic backgrounds Wuthnow’s results indicated in Table 2. how the beliefs and interests in Astrology were more present amongst the blacks and Mexican-Americans than amongst the whites and Anglo-Americans. This may indicate that the ethnical backgrounds of both races could have a long traditional history within their culture of divination and cosmic folklore which may still resonates amongst its populations. This point however Wuthnow did not take into consideration, but solely regarded this demographic group from a traditional social status viewpoint. 
 Wuthnow concluded that the imagery of astrology is a traditional one that it namely appeals to the more deprived in society than the socially privileged. He found no support for the recent imagery of astrology where it is starting to appeal to a better educated, privileged younger group in society who are reacting against a scientific rationalism in a modern society. 

Shoshanah Feher on the other hand designed her investigations to include astrology believers who had a display of astrological expertise at various levels. Her research was conducted amongst practicing astrologer at the United Astrologers Congress in New Orleans, Louisiana in 1989 done some 16 year later than Wuthnow’s research. Her aim was to find out more about what types of people become interested in astrology and to provide new understandings into this social group. Feher distributed questionnaires amongst 600 delegates attending the astrological conference. Her respondents were from a select group with a deeper interest in astrology enough to attend a conference on it. 
 Feher also used Wuthnow’s index of marginality as his study as he was the only one who previously examined the social characteristics of astrology’s adherents.  Feher states that Wuthnow findings indicated that those interested in Astrology had low education levels and that as school education increased the level of commitment to astrology lessened. However Feher found amongst the astrological delegates from the conference that they were well-educated and that some 93% had a college education. There was a low level amongst the delegate from other ethnical backgrounds as in Wuthnow’s study such as being Black or Mexican-American of some 4%. The only similarity Feher found in the demographic group was that it was over represented by women. Wuthnow and Feher found that this indicated to be less likely to have a conventional lifestyle but as Feher points out as revealed in a study by Schneider women tend to become more radical with age whereas radical young men become more settled with age.
 
The results between the two studies suggest that elements of differences can be found in the design of the research. The designs have mainly been quantitive with limited insight into the inside world of the adherent and a qualitative approach may bridge this gap. However Feher’s design attempted to reach inside the adherent’s world by collecting data directly from the adherents in their own setting such as an astrological congress. Feher’s study done some 16 years later may explain as she states that Astrology may have moved from a counterculture into a New Age culture and more towards the mainstream. These past interests are becoming more socially acceptable due to perhaps the fact that hard core adherents have stayed establishing themselves in society by having frequent congresses, creating learning groups and providing serious services to the public. Feher states that the most salient finding in her study was that some privileged members of society are becoming interested in astrology in an active way. Adding to the previous scholarly studies Feher proposes a continuum hypothesis stating that astrology appeals to all social groups the socially marginal as well as the mainstream. Astrological activities range from mass cultural popularity to a professional basis and different believers are susceptible to the different types of participation. A qualitative empirical study based on a description and analysis of social meaning from the adherent’s perspective within the natural settings can provide a better means for evaluating and reinterpreting the significance of the astrological social location . 
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