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A critical comparison of two secondary sources
This essay critically compares and contrasts the two articles, French, Roger: 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.' Isis 87, no. 3 (1996): 453-480, and Pfeffer, Michelle: 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.' The Historical Journal 66, no. 5 (2023): 1152-1176. It will be analysed how the role of astrology is used to identify similarities and differences between these two articles, revealing a contrasting position of astrology in earlier times, namely the entry of astrology into academic circles at the end of the 12th century, which refers to French's article, and the turn it took in the 17th century, i.e. its disappearance from academic life at the end of the 17th century, in Pfeffer's text. Three criteria, namely the methodology, the underlying cosmologies and the cultural embedding of astrology, form the basis of this essay. Although this does not seem possible at first glance, the conclusion reveals the extent to which these two texts can be interwoven.

Roger Kenneth French (1938-2002) was a Lecturer in the History of Medicine in the Department of History and Philosophy at the University of Cambridge with an extensive historical knowledge, ranging from the time of Aristotle through the Middle Ages to the Enlightenment. He published his first book in 1969.[footnoteRef:1] The article in question was therefore published at a time when French already had a prolific list of publications to his name. The situation with Pfeffer's article, published 27 years later, is different. Dr Michelle Aroney, née Pfeffer, describes herself as an early modern historian with research interests in the history of science and religion in Europe.[footnoteRef:2] She is based at the University of Oxford and published her first work in January 2018. Her research focuses on the soul, spirituality, religion, and astrology.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french, accessed on 25th Oct 2024]  [2:  https://www.magd.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-aroney/, accessed on 25th Oct 2024]  [3:  https://www.hsmt.ox.ac.uk/symplectic/publications/list/2400786/31739236/1325121/?filter_types-2400786[]=&widget_max_publications_to_display-2400786=5&widget_show_author_and_editor_names-2400786=0&widget_limit_to_favourites-2400786=0&widget_page_title-2400786=Dr%20Michelle%20Pfeffer, accessed on 25th Oct 2024] 


Methodology
Both articles employ biographies to support their ideas, yet they do so in distinct functional ways. The French article focuses on a particular biography as a case study to illustrate how, in the 12th century, astrological knowledge was used alongside medicine to make predictions, thereby embedding astrology within the academic circles of that era. In contrast, Pfeffer only briefly references a biography to underpin her analysis of the perspectives within the scholarly circles, examining how astrology was gradually excluded from universities and ultimately marginalised by the end of the 17th century. Although Pfeffer structures her article around a biographical approach, she primarily uses it to contextualise her findings within a historiographical framework.

Cosmologies and Culture
The two articles take different approaches to the subject of astrology itself. French takes a structuralist approach and provides the reader with more information on the cosmology of the practising physicians of the time, who consulted astrology in addition to conventional methods of examination. In contrast, Pfeffer's article focuses more on systems theory and exclusively on the historiographical contexts that marginalised - but did not eradicate - the use of astrology, particularly in the field of medicine.

The physician and astrologer in French’s article is convinced of the superiority of astrology, and French describes his cosmology as a reflection of a world view with Platonic, Aristotelian and Stoic features. French reveals Plato's transcendental view of the world by saying that “it is mostly the mathematical arts that he thinks are fructified by astrology: measures, proportions, divisions, and so on... and the fruit of astrology is ‘universal judgment’, pronounceable on everything except God's miracles, which are not subject to the natures of things.”[footnoteRef:4] In explaining the Aristotelian world view, Nicholas Campion emphasises the “embodiment of psyche in matter” and that “the Aristotelian soul was entirely embedded in the material world.“[footnoteRef:5] In this context, the French article describes the doctor’s understanding of his profession’s purpose as Aristotelian, as seen when French states that “the superiority of astrology lies in the perfection of the planets and the signs... The contrast is with the corruptible and variable matter of the sublunary world, the physical world where things happen physice.”[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  French, Roger. “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, p. 468]  [5:  Campion, Nicholas: Astronomy and Psyche in the Classical World: Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Ptolemy, in Journal of Cosmology, 2010, Vol 9, 2179-2186, https://thejournalofcosmology.com/AncientAstronomy118.html]  [6:  French, Roger. “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, p. 467] 

A Stoic view is also evident in the French article when he says: “The basis of [medicine becoming astrological] was a set of correspondences between the heavens and corruptible things on earth, grounded in some form of similarity or sympathy.”[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, the assignment of planets to parts of the body[footnoteRef:8] also evokes a Stoic view of the world, which Campion describes as follows: „The Stoics shared with Plato the notion of a cosmos … in which all things, including emotions, thoughts and bodies, were intimately connected. For the Stoics such connections operated through webs of ’sympathy’ and, being universal, connected stars to people.”[footnoteRef:9] For this reason, French's text presents a distinctly more Stoic perspective, linking planets to terrestrial events more explicitly and including relationships to specific regions and features of the earth: “A final feature of traditional astrology that the medical man found useful was the relationship between the signs and regions and features of the earth.“[footnoteRef:10] [7:  French, Roger. “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, p. 468]  [8:  French, Roger. “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, p. 469]  [9:  Campion, Nicholas: Astronomy and Psyche in the Classical World: Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Ptolemy, in Journal of Cosmology, 2010, Vol 9, 2179-2186, https://thejournalofcosmology.com/AncientAstronomy118.html]  [10:  French, Roger. “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, p. 478] 

Another systematic categorisation in French’s article aligns with Pfeffer’s reference to Patrick Curry who distinguishes between (1) ‘high’ astrology, concerned with cosmology, (2) ‘middling’ astrology, preoccupied with horoscopic prediction, and (3) ‘popular’ astrology, traditional practices serving the needs of labouring people.[footnoteRef:11] Referring to Abū Ma’shar’s Introductorium French describes all these levels of astrology as a perception of (1) high astrology as he mentioned the “correspondences between the planets and the earth, … the most obvious one as that between the sun and the seasons”[footnoteRef:12], (2) middling astrology when “the necessity of celestial cause and mundane effect can be developed into a doctrine that can be handled rationally and so lead to prediction”[footnoteRef:13] and (3) popular astrology, referring to the common use of astrology at the popular level of the time.[footnoteRef:14] These three levels are also described in the French text as “three judgements” in the context of judicial astrology, with the popular level referred to as “elections”, the middling level as “cogitation” and the high level as “pursuit of the Good”.[footnoteRef:15] [11:  Pfeffer, M. (2023). Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World. The Historical Journal, 66(5), 1152–1176. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328, p. 1158]  [12:  French, Roger. “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, p. 455]  [13:  French, Roger. “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, p. 455]  [14:  French, Roger. “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, p. 458]  [15:  French, Roger. “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, p. 473-474] 

In contrast to French’s article, Pfeffer's text focuses on the cultural embedding of astrology, explaining its marginalisation through shifts in cultural paradigms. For Pfeffer, the question is not about the practical role astrology plays within a culture — a purely descriptive focus — but rather about the cultural context in which astrology either thrives or declines amid paradigm shifts, thus inviting a more normative perspective. Terry Eagleton describes ‘culture’ as “a form of universal subjectivity at work within each of us”[footnoteRef:16] and, drawing on Raymond Williams, specifies that “culture … could also mean the intellectual refinement of a group”[footnoteRef:17] and, in this sense, ”can include intellectual activity in general (science, philosophy, scholarship and the like)”.[footnoteRef:18] Given the temporal context of the paradigm shift from astrology as an accepted cosmology to a marginalised notion, the reference to Eagleton is as follows: “Culture in this sense arises when civilization begins to seem self-contradictory. As civilized society unfolds, there comes a point where it forces upon some of its theorists a strikingly new kind of reflection, known as dialectical thought.”[footnoteRef:19] Against this backdrop, the marginalisation of astrology can be understood as a culturally conditioned phenomenon, as various cultures opposed astrological currents within the population at the time, even though - and she refers to James Allen and quotes - “Astrology’s predictive shortcomings had never been a secret.”[footnoteRef:20]  [16:  Eagleton, Terry: Versions of Culture, Chap 1 in The Idea of Culture, pp. 1-31, Oxfort: Blackwell, 2000, p. 8 ]  [17:  Eagleton, Terry, Versions of Culture, Chap 1 in The Idea of Culture, pp. 1-31, Oxford: Blackwell, 2000, p. 9]  [18:  Eagleton, Terry, Versions of Culture, Chap 1 in The Idea of Culture, pp. 1-31, Oxford: Blackwell, 2000, p. 16]  [19:  Eagleton, Terry, Versions of Culture, Chap 1 in The Idea of Culture, pp. 1-31, Oxford: Blackwell, 2000, p. 23]  [20:  Pfeffer, M. (2023). Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World. The Historical Journal, 66(5), 1152–1176. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328, p. 1155] 

According to Eagleton's definition, the powerful social classes, namely the elite and the church, and academic circles such as philosophers and learned physicians, astronomers, as well as medical writers and students, can be considered cultural groups. Each of these groups responds to astrology according to its own cultural background, actively or passively seeking to marginalise it. Pfeffer illustrates how astrology was systematically excluded from universities, quoting Baldini to describe the normative nature of these developments, that “a change in intellectual custom and institutional praxis came about earlier than a change in ideas.”[footnoteRef:21] Pfeffer concludes, quoting Keith Thomas, that “changes in belief are preceded by changes in social and economic structure,”[footnoteRef:22] highlighting the normative influence of the societal groups described in Eagleton's paper. Yet despite these efforts, and even though the cultural circle of astrologers appears not to have defended itself against opposition from various societal groups, “astrology continued to thrive in popular culture.”[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Pfeffer, M. (2023). Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World. The Historical Journal, 66(5), 1152–1176. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328, p. 1161]  [22:  Pfeffer, M. (2023). Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World. The Historical Journal, 66(5), 1152–1176. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328, p. 1170]  [23:  Pfeffer, M. (2023). Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World. The Historical Journal, 66(5), 1152–1176. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328, p. 1158] 


As we have seen, the early beginnings of astrology in European academic circles in the 12th century, as described in the French article, can be considered the starting point for the historical developments culminating in astrology’s decline in the 17th century, as discussed by Pfeffer. While astrology gradually gained recognition as a science through its association with medicine in the 12th century – marking its shift from "popular" to "high" astrology - we observe the reverse trajectory in Pfeffer's article, namely a sharp decline in the 17th century, when astrology moved from “high” to “popular” status, and the “de-institutionalization of Aristotelian natural philosophy across the early modern period is connected to the fate of astrology.”[footnoteRef:24] This cultural shift led to astrology’s decline among the upper classes and its strengthening within working-class culture, a poorer yet significant segment of society. The survival of astrology into the present day where it “has grown to be a huge worldwide business”[footnoteRef:25] can thus be attributed to the resilience of working people. As French notes, “shepherds, sailors, farmers, and midwives make predictions well enough on the basis of experience.”[footnoteRef:26] Thus, they incorporate all tools that assist them in their daily life, including astrology. [24:  Pfeffer, M. (2023). Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World. The Historical Journal, 66(5), 1152–1176. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328, p. 1161]  [25:  Campion, Nicholas. Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern West. (2016). Routledge, London, p. 4]  [26:  French, Roger. “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, p. 456] 
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