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This essay critically compares two JSTOR papers. The two chosen papers are Pfeffer, Michelle. 'Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.' The Historical Journal 66, no. 5 (2023), pp. 1152-1176, and French, Roger. 'Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century.' Isis 87, no. 3 (1996), pp. 453-480. 

Michelle Pfeffer is an historian of the early modern period, specialising in the research of European history of science, religion, and scholarship. She is currently a Fellow at Magdalen College, Oxford.[endnoteRef:1] Pfeffer reviews a broad contribution of scholarly work published between 2008 and 2023 from a historiographical position in her paper, Reassessing the Marginalisation of Astrology in the Early Modern World. In the light of this new work, Pfeffer argues that the long-held assumption that astrology's marginalisation is a result of the 'scientific revolution' and 'Enlightenment' is reductive and proceeds to illustrate how astrology's decline was the culmination of a 'complicated set of overlapping social, political, religious, institutional, and intellectual factors.' Furthermore, Pfeffer suggests that her review emphasises the value of reconnecting to the causes of astrology's decline as well as more comprehensive cultural transformations, such as the 'disenchantment of the world,' because they can illuminate how and why we change our beliefs, both collectively and independently.[endnoteRef:2]   [1:  University of Oxford, Dr Michelle Aroney (formerly Pfeffer) <https://www.history.ox.ac.uk/people/dr-michelle-pfeffer> [accessed 30 October, 2024].
]  [2:  Pfeffer, Michelle, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World.’ The Historical Journal, 66, no. 5 (2023): p.1153 and 1174. <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X23000328>.
] 


Roger French (1938–2002) was an historian of medicine and Director at the Wellcome Unit for the History of Medicine at the University of Cambridge.[endnoteRef:3] In his paper, Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century, 1996, he re-examines how Arabic astrology became integrated with medicine in England and details how the work of Roger of Hereford played a significant role in its dissemination.[endnoteRef:4]   [3:  University of Cambridge, Roger French (1938–2002)
https://www.hps.cam.ac.uk/news-events/news-archive/roger-french> [Accessed 3 November 2024]
]  [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. 479)
] 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Both papers revisit historical narratives but with different methods. Following a 2017 edition of Early Science and Medicine in which Rienk Vermij and Hiro Hirai claim 'the time is ripe to put the question of marginalisation on the historical agenda', Pfeffer cast her net wide, considering a broad range of secondary sources, from academics working within social, political, cultural, and intellectual disciplines to gain new perspectives on the marginalisation of astrology from various viewpoints.[endnoteRef:5] She weaves many new research strands to form a highly complex set of additional factors, adding new dimensions to a 'longtime assumption', that astrology's inability to transform in line with scientific progress was the sole reason for its decline. French takes a highly detailed look at a specific area, i.e., the integration of Arabic astrology with medicine, and focuses on the influence of Roger of Hereford, an academic teaching on the borders of Norman England during the last quarter of the twelfth century. Roger translated Arabic texts into his Liber de tribus generalibus judicitus astronomie and De iudictiis astronomie, 1176, technical astrological guides designed to assist astrologers in predictive work.[endnoteRef:6] French focuses on both texts, tracing their origins to Abu Mashar's astrology and exploring the methods Roger adopted and how practioners would employ it in Medieval England. He explains the zodiac's relationship to specific parts of the body, the elementary properties of the planets, and how the cyclical nature of the planets correlates with the progression or digression of illness in the physical body. He also illustrates how the astrologer can identify appearances and personality traits through the placements of planets and those aspecting them. French draws from various primary Latin sources alongside original records and poetry from institutions to support his conclusion.[endnoteRef:7]  French's approach leans more towards the intricate details of Roger’s astrology, his academic work and religious belief rather than the broader question Pfeffer asks. French focuses on the conditions which led Roger to produce a doctrine of astrology, specifically for use with medicine in Medieval England; Pfeffer considers why many academics, medics, elites and middle classes would later turn their backs on the practice. [5:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’, p.1153.
]  [6:  French, Roger. "Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century. p 466
]  [7:  Ibid. p. 472
] 


Acknowledging that each paper addresses a timeframe on either side of the Copernicus Revolution is essential to understanding the scientific beliefs surrounding astrology. In Medieval times, philosophers and astronomers believed we lived in an Earth-centred cosmos; post Nicolaus Copernicus's paper, 'On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres,' 1543, the consensus changed to a Sun-centred cosmos.[endnoteRef:8] While our understanding of the heavens changed, the basic astrological methods did not. Astrologers continued to work with the zodiac from a geocentric viewpoint, leading many astronomers and intellectuals to turn away from astrology because its foundations were inaccurate.[endnoteRef:9] In the seventeenth century, Descartes's Cartesian philosophy revolutionised scientific thinking by claiming that the mind is distinct from the body, that consciousness is separate from the physical world and, therefore, had to be treated as such. The astrologer's interpretation of the heavens could never be ‘certain.’ Pfeffer states, '[Cartesian philosophy] left no space for a mechanism by which the stars could impact life on earth', and that narrative continued to thrive.[endnoteRef:10] In Roger's time, however, faith in science made mathematical astrology attractive. The introduction of the astrolabe, an instrument used to 'measure' the planets' positions in relation to Earth, gave astrologers added kudos.[endnoteRef:11] Pfeffer also acknowledges that 'pre-modern astrology appeared more 'scientific than 'magical.' [endnoteRef:12] [8:  History.com Nicolaus Copernicus
https://www.history.com/topics/inventions/nicolaus-copernicus  [Accessed 4 November 2024]
]  [9:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’, p.1154
]  [10:  Ibid. p. 1165.
]  [11:  French, Roger. ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, p. 470.]  [12: 
 Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’, p. 1155.
] 


Both authors discuss astrology and religion. In medieval England, Roger considered astrology subordinate to religion; however, he believed astrologers could become closer to God through their practice. Astrology was valuable because it gave universal answers to problems and encompassed divine and human knowledge, which aligns with Aristotle's natural philosophy.   Nicholas Campion, in his book Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions, describes Aristotle's natural philosophy as 'marking a break with the past and the beginning of a new way of thinking' because it proposed that the universe was under the control of a 'prime-mover' or God (s) that directly influenced our physical life on earth.[endnoteRef:13] Abu Ma'shar also adopted Aristotelian principles in his medical astrology.[endnoteRef:14] In light of this work, Roger would have recognised opportunities to integrate his astrological doctrine with medicine because the physician could attempt to balance the elements of the body by calculating or observing celestial movements. Astrologers could make universal judgements, giving them 'power’ over ordinary men. Roger recognised the appeal of this power to astrologers and physicians, who could use it to predict, diagnose, and treat illnesses.[endnoteRef:15] It was not to last; by the 1600s, according to Pfeffer, medical astrology was labelled 'quackery' [endnoteRef:16].  [13:  Campion, Nicholas. Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p .155.
]  [14:   French, Roger. ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, p. 455.]  [15: 
 Ibid. p. 455-456.
]  [16:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’, p. 1162.] 


Although astrology survived into the mid-seventeenth century, its abandonment from universities meant that astrologers were no longer formally trained in the art, and the practice became viewed as 'vulgar' or 'unrefined.[endnoteRef:17] Interestingly, during Roger's time, the church already distrusted astrology and labelled it 'impious.' it also disapproved of medical teaching in universities as they wanted to retain training because of financial rewards. [endnoteRef:18] [17: 
 Ibid. p. 1158.]  [18: 
 French, Roger. "Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, p. 458.] 

By the eighteenth century, universities, courts, and medical practices had largely dismissed astrology because it had failed to defend itself against scientific advancements. However, Pfeffer draws attention to other factors contributing to astrology's decline: social and political motives; unfavourable predictions by astrologers could cause unrest and astrologers were vulnerable to those in power if they failed to make accurate predictions.[endnoteRef:19]  [19: 
 Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’, p 1157.] 




Both authors comment on the unreliability of astrology. Pfeffer draws attention to 
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, whose Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem (1496) destroyed astrology by cataloguing failed predictions. In 1695, Siguenza y Gongora, a professor of astrology in Mexico, publicly deemed the practice 'trifle' and admitted being financially motivated to continue his astrological work, only because his almanacs proved lucrative.[endnoteRef:20] Roger, too, accepted that astrology was subject to mistakes but insisted that mistakes lay with the astrologer's technical ability. He considered the activity of the cosmos divinely controlled and therefore, without error.[endnoteRef:21]  Either way, Pfeffer claims that the belief that astrology didn't work had always existed.[endnoteRef:22] French states that Roger, too, had financial motives for creating astrological doctrines as there was already demand for his work.[endnoteRef:23] In other words, economic, social and religious drivers urged Roger to collate astrological information into a form that could meet those needs. [20:  Ibid. p.1155.]  [21:  French, Roger. ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’. pp. 456-458.]  [22:  Pfeffer, ‘Reassessing the Marginalization of Astrology in the Early Modern World’, p. 1155.]  [23:  French, Roger, ‘Foretelling the Future: Arabic Astrology and English Medicine in the Late Twelfth Century’, p. 473.] 


Pfeffer's review is clearly structured with a concise abstract. Her introduction clearly defines the position she's writing from and the purpose of her review. She outlines commonly accepted narratives and counteracts their validity with new research from her secondary sources. She lays a firm foundation upon which she builds a case to prove that astrology's marginalisation stemmed from a complex set of overlaying factors.  Her paper is organised into four numerical parts; however, the addition of headings would have been welcome. 

French proposes no clear arguments in his introduction other than that he intends to credit Roger of Hereford for his role in disseminating Arabic astrological texts and that they became a tool for prognostication, which until then had been primarily dealt with through urology. The paper is apparent in its delivery, with headings clarifying each area being addressed.  The depth of detail is sometimes difficult to absorb and yet it provides it contains much factual information. However, the value of his research lies within its scrutiny. He provides detailed footnotes on each page, clearly directing the reader to dig deeper into his proposed information.
Both papers are written for an academic audience as both use scholarly terminology. 


Conclusion

Both papers provide valuable historical insights into the practice and belief in astrology at different historical times. However, they both deal with philosophical, scientific, religious and social themes. The nature of Pfeffer's historiographical approach draws attention to many overlapping reasons why long-assumed narratives require revisiting. Pfeffer's review is valuable because it acts as a springboard for further interdisciplinary research. She identifies significant gaps in the research and calls for further study in 'boarderline' subjects, such as magic. She also suggests areas where detailed, primary research would be welcome. From French's research, we gain an in-depth informative record of the conditions Roger a border town would have significance, as did a significant Jewish community, because of the opportunity for translations of scholarly texts. We know that there was a growing trend for learning establishments to exchange knowledge and that integrating astrology and medicine would have been a lucrative opportunity, these are just some of the attributes that Roger unveils to help us form a picture of a particular time. While French offers us a multitude of rigorously researched information, it feeds into the broader, more complex question that Pfeffer addresses.

Both papers illuminate that astrology, like all human activities, exists within a framework of diverse, changeable, cultural conditions that simultaneously support and refute it as a practice. Perhaps its inability to evolve in line with science is because to do so would transform it into something other than itself, and if it can, as Roger declared, help us to recognise universal truths, why would it compromise itself to fit in with cultural, social, political, religious, intellectual and institutional trends? What is important is that regardless of cultural change, irrespective of its unpopularity, for the most part, the methods of astrology have remained unapologetically consistent, so it acts as a constant, reflecting our human transformations to us.
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