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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

(Word count: 1504)

Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers using the search terms, ‘astrology’ and ‘culture’.  The two papers chosen are Jon Butler, ‘Magic, Astrology, and the Early American Religious Heritage, 1600-1760’, The American Historical Review, Vol. 84, No. 2, (Apr., 1979), pp. 317-346, and Edward A. Tiryakian, ‘Toward the Sociology of Esoteric Culture’, American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 78, No. 3, (Nov., 1972), pp. 491-512.  Both papers explore the role of esoteric practices and beliefs in American and Western society during different periods of cultural change.  

The authors explore the way that esoteric and non-mainstream religious ideas and practices, including astrology, are utilized during periods of dramatic cultural transition such as the period prior to the American Revolution (Butler), and the countercultural revolution of the 1960s (Tiryakian).  Several themes emerge that support this idea and provide an insightful comparison of these two periods in United States history.  First, astrology has always played a role in American culture, even during times thought to be devoutly religious or determinedly secular.  Secondly, astrology has remained uniquely popular even when other esoteric practices/beliefs have declined in popularity, partly due to its appeal to the educated classes.  And thirdly, astrology has repeatedly served as a source of innovation and modernization during times of cultural uncertainty and transition.

Terminology

A discussion of astrology in relation to culture requires a deeper exploration of both terms and their relationship to each other.  As Campion points out, astrology is variously defined by those who study it.
  His own definition concludes that astrology is ‘the study and practice of the presumed relationship between the celestial bodies and events on earth’ and  that it ‘exists in a cultural framework.’
  This suggests that astrology cannot find definition outside of an understanding of what is meant by culture.
In defining culture, Adam Kuper points out that everyone has culture but , like astrology, it means different things to different people.
  Terry Eagleton suggests that culture can be variously defined as ‘a kind of ethical pedagogy,’ as well as a ‘utopian critique,’ a ‘way of life,’ and ‘an artistic creation.’
  Butler and Tiryakian attempt to explore the role of Western astrology within the context of American culture during two transitional periods in U.S. history, and find 
that astrology plays a significant role at moments of cultural change that were marked by religious and secular pluralism as well as cultural ambiguity.

Thematic Discussion and Analysis

In the 1970s when these two articles were first published, Jon Butler was professor of American history and religion at Yale University, and had just published a book on power and authority in colonial American churches.
  He noted that pre-revolutionary America in the 1600s exhibited the same religious eclecticism as Europe, and often intertwined religious beliefs with beliefs in astrology, alchemy and Hermeticism .
  He continues to write about this topic today.

Edward A. Tiryakian, professor of sociology at Duke University, was particularly interested in 1972 in the idea of a counterculture in American and European society, and what this might mean in terms of new religious expressions.  His journal article was published just three years after Theodore Roszak’s groundbreaking The Making of a Counter Culture, whose book had built upon the term originally introduced (as ‘contra-culture’) by J. Milton Yinger in 1960.
  It was also written just a year or so before the publication of Tiryakian’s own treatise on the subject, On the Margin of the Visible.

The other influential and relevant work of the 1970s, and one which Butler repeatedly references in his article (pp. 341-343), is Keith Thomas’ 1971 Religion and the Decline of Magic, which devotes an entire chapter to astrology.
  In a 2009 interview, Thomas admits that it was the continuing popularity of astrology in the seventeenth century that first drew him to the broader subject matter of the book.
  Even though Thomas concluded at the time that ‘magical’ 
practices such as astrology were still in decline in 1970, he later admitted that he had not taken into account ‘how garbled the beliefs of people were’ and the way in which religious and esoteric beliefs often overlap.

Butler and Tiryakian, like Thomas, are both concerned in their articles with the way in which religious and esoteric beliefs intersect and overlap, and how astrology and other esoteric  practices play into periods of cultural change in the West.   They begin by exploring the diversity of beliefs that defined both periods in history, paying special attention to astrology.

Both authors acknowledge that astrology has always played a role in American culture, even during times thought to be particularly religious or increasingly secular.  Butler notes that in contrast to ‘the early American reputation for deep religiosity,’ there was actually significant ambiguity and an attitude of “religious indifference” towards many religious institutions.
   He also notes that there was ‘little conflict between astrology and Christianity,’ at the time, particularly as astrology was considered to be a means of using ‘superhuman powers to control human events’ during a time of rapid cultural change and uncertainty.
 

Tiryakian writes about a more recent period in American history, the 1960s, that was largely defined by increasing secularism and a growing interest in esotericism.  He defines ‘esoteric’ beliefs and practices as those which ‘draw upon hidden or concealed forces in nature…that cannot be measured by the instruments of modern science,’ in order to obtain specialised knowledge or results, and in addition to astrology, he includes the Tarot, I-Ching, alchemy and witchcraft as examples of such practices.
  Like Butler, he focuses on the significant role played by astrology.  In reviewing a 1971 sociological study of astrology by a group of French sociologists (Philippe Defrance, Claude Fischler, Edgar Morin, and Lena Petrossian, 1971, Le retour des astrologues, Paris, Les Cahiers due Club du Nouvel Observateur) he quotes Edgar Morin and notes that astrology appeals to urbanized, educated youth due to its ‘integrative role in bourgeois civilization by reconciling individuals with their situation.’
 He also describes astrology as ‘a means for self-apprehension’ in novel social settings.
  
It should be noted that neither Butler nor Tiryakian define astrology separately from other esoteric practices, nor is their source material extensive.  Whereas Butler discusses his source material by making reference to several surviving libraries of occult books found on colonial estates, Tiryakian’s exploration of modern attitudes towards astrology consists largely of a 1963 public opinion survey of French adults, along with two papers from the Defrance volume.

A second theme in both papers is that astrology has remained uniquely relevant at different periods in American history even when other esoteric practices have declined in popularity, largely due to its appeal to the educated classes, independent of religious or political affiliations.  In the 1600s it was the wealthy, upper classes whose estates held large occult libraries that included astrology books, while in the 1960s it was mostly college students who were seeking answers in ‘New Age’ and occult bookshops and organisations.
 Both authors, however, go on to discuss the popularity of astrology amongst the less educated, less wealthy classes as well.  Butler notes that even after the intellectual climate changed in the face of Enlightenment developments, astrological/astronomical almanacs retained their widespread popularity amongst farmers, midwives, and those who worked at sea for practical reasons.

Another theme to emerge in both papers is that astrology has repeatedly served as a source of innovation and modernization – a ‘stochastic process of change’ in Tiryakian’s words – during ‘crucial periods of transition from one cultural matrix to another.’
  Butler points out that even into the early 1700s, astrological almanacs, which featured agricultural, meteorological and medical advice, often outsold the Bible and were ‘the most popular book publications in the colonies,’ encouraging literacy and an exchange of ideas among the masses.
  Tiryakian notes that ‘much of what is modern…originated in esoteric culture’ and features a new order that functions as a ‘seat of inspiration for new systems of social action.’
  In essence, traditional forms of astrology, whether natural or judicial, helped to usher in new cultural ages by adapting an ancient esoteric system to the needs of a more modern, changing society.  In the 1600s, astrology served as both an educational resource as well as a source of practical guidance, whilst in the 1960s astrology encouraged both self-understanding and social interactions in an increasingly secular and fragmented society.
Conclusion 

This essay compared and contrasted two papers by Edward A. Tiryakian and Jon Butler that were considered in light of the role that astrology has played during times of cultural transition.  In investigating the evidence, this essay found that the authors explored astrology’s unique role during cultural transitions in United States history.  Both authors found that astrology has always played a role in American culture, even during times thought to be devoutly religious or determinedly secular.  They also found that astrology has remained uniquely popular even when other esoteric practices/beliefs have declined, in part due to its appeal to the educated classes, and that astrology has repeatedly served as a source of innovation and modernization during times of cultural uncertainty and transition.
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