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Comments:
This dissertation explores the phenomena of academically trained individuals who also have incorporated into their lives the practices of astrology. It undertakes this research using a Dutch community of astrologers with academic backgrounds.  The work is primarily ethnographical drawing on material from twelve interviews to explore how the individuals deal with, what is presented to be, an ‘inherently contradictory to critical rational thinking.’ The paper considers the rejection of astrology by the academy from the period of the Enlightenment and then, via interviews, considers the contemporary academic individual who, because of their acceptance of astrology, finds themselves holding contra main stream world views. The paper concludes that these individual all actively seek to find how to balance their astrological beliefs with that of the positivism of science.   
The paper begins with a clear introduction which defines the research aim, its academic rational and methodology. The literature review, however, struggles as it is tries to make a case for the validity of alternative forms of knowledge, or alternative forms of knowing. It has taken what at times appears to be a largely reporting style approach rather than offering a critical review of the relevant arguments.  The lack of critical discussion is reflected in that there are no arguments presented to support the central use of Egon Guba’s and Yvonne Lincoln’s arguments for defining the current state of society. Their work was a paper written in 1994 on competing paradigms within qualitative research. This paper is now twenty years old and does not, therefore, represent the contemporary arguments on the standing of positivism in today’s society. Possible if the dissertation had focused solely on astrology and popular culture then these now dated views on positivism could have been defended. However the research is particularly focused on astrologers with academic qualifications, which steps the argument beyond the level of popular culture.       

This apparent lack of critical thinking is also echoed in other parts of the literature review. The views of Iain McGilchrist are presented stating that he argues that the manner of use of the human brain was altered by the Renaissance with the left hemisphere now becoming dominate. This view is presented with no critical commentary, even though the statement is highly questionable. There are other examples such as challenging Campion’s view that astrology, in 2012, is not at odds with modernity by citing arguments from 1949, 1975 and 1995. To argue about a topic that is the subject of social opinion you do need to be sensitive to both the dates and substance of the arguments. 

Once, however, the paper moves into its methodology section it is on stronger ground. This section is clearly introduced and well discussed with the benefits and difficulties of the position of the researcher clearly defined.  The interview findings are also well presented with discussion and insightful selection of direct quotations. There are some places where greater discussion would have been helpful. For example under ‘The Engineer and Models’ you show how Hans acknowledges that his academic background gave him a motivation to try and find a way to hold in his mind the two world views of science and  astrology. This potentially is a key insight, that his academic background as has given Hans mental tools which help him deal with the apparent contradictions of astrology in what you argue is a positivistic world.  This is good and important material from your interviews and it would have been useful for you to have expanded on this.  
You research provides new evidence concerning the practitioners of astrology within your Dutch community. For example your found that ‘the closer someone's affiliation with the world of science, the more covertly astrology was treated’ as well as the general background theme of your interviewees (all academically trained) struggling to make a living from astrology and thus needing to link it with other forms of occupation.  These are interesting results from your field work and would have been worth stressing in your conclusion.  However, you do clearly make the case that in your conclusion that your interviewees live with the contradictions that astrology offers and in varying ways seek, possible because of their academic backgrounds, solutions through the exploration of alternative paradigms. 
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Comments:

Comments

This is a well expressed and presented, thoughtful piece of research.  Your interview data are supported by the extensive research you have done in the extensive associated literature and by your sensitive inclusion of your own, considered experience as an insider to this field.  A more critical approach to your literature review, together with a clearer highlighting of the key data collected and suggestions for areas which would merit future research would have improved your mark, which is nevertheless a Pass with Merit. Well done! 
Introduction

You start your paper with a clear statement of your own, very personal, relationship with this field of enquiry and this has the benefit of establishing the nature of your researcher orientation from the opening paragraph.  In fact, you assert that your research was prompted by your decision to extrapolate from your own experience.  You go on to outline the dichotomous relationship in terms of popularity and acceptance which astrology seems currently to enjoy within popular Western culture and within academia/among scholars in general.  You outline your ambitious and laudable notion, that your research into the ways in which scholarly astrologers learn to accommodate apparently contradictory knowledge systems, will additionally  shed light on some aspects of the differences between the worlds of popular culture and academia.  You set out the main commentators whose arguments you intend to use in this introductory chapter, divided between three routes for clarity.

        This is an excellent introduction – well done!

Literature Review

Your review of the scholarly literature which speaks of how we construct our notions of normality is wide ranging and reflects your extensive reading in this subject.  You group the works reviewed under clear headings which consider the role of the paradigm in scientific thought and concomitant constructions of truth and of the concept of the secular, with inevitable binary divisions following (truth v falsehood; secular v sacred). You go on to review literature which addresses all the expected concomitant issues such as knowledge, belief, doubt, otherness and enchantment. It must be acknowledged that you were faced with a considerable body of scholarship from which to select for review sufficient literature to contextualise your research results while staying within word limit.  You have done a very good job in selecting and summarising a wide selection of interesting and relevant literature; you include a number of quotations and extracts which speak directly to the subject under review.  That being said, numerous other names come to mind which could also have been included, but not without exceeding the word limit or excluding some of your original choices!  

       However, a weakness of your literature review is that it is missing your authoritative commentary which would have gone beyond your efficient summarisation to comment critically on the arguments reported, comparing and contrasting them and establishing your own researcher’s voice at this early stage of the dissertation. As it stands, your reader does not know quite where you stand in relation to the different scholars you have selected and summarised but not actually critically reviewed. A further warning would be that seeking to invoke the arguments of scholars with considerable, paradigm-shifting, influence one might say - such as Plato and Descartes - should be undertaken with great care in a short chapter such as this: relying on secondary commentary is not to be recommended but avoiding it is difficult.

Methodology

You introduce yourself as an insider and give some background context.  You justify your choice of methodology with reference to the literature – good.  You review the adoption of the range of researcher positions described as emic and etic and consider the phenomenological contribution to this subject developed from Husserl’s philosophy.  Your discussion of the possible influences on research such as yours of a reflexive orientation and the narrative turn is thoughtful and well expressed.  It goes without saying that, given the informing philosophy of your choice of research method, you are demonstrating a criticism of a classical positivist approach to knowledge gathering, at least in respect of this type of enquiry!

          You describe how you set about finding your interviewees and you describe this group clearly.  Some interesting facts about the group come to light at this early stage of the paper.  This chapter benefits from your successful and convincing adoption of the authoritative researcher voice which was missing from the previous chapter – well done.

Findings and Discussion – chapters 4 & 5

Your introduction to chapter 4 is in effect a literature review, and a good one which places your research in the context of differing scholarly views.  While this is a valuable section for sure, I think it would have been better placed in your Literature Review chapter, allowing you to start this section with your own data.

        Your reporting of your interview data is clearly divided per subject matter, efficiently summarised and linked back to the literature – good.  Your interviewees are portrayed so as to come across as real individuals, so to speak!

         I am concerned that you do not unpack the contention that astrology is accepted in popular culture: your dissertation would have been strengthened by the inclusion of a summary of the basis for this assumption, with illustrative examples.  This would have supplied context to your interesting finding that your respondents did not approve of the popular aspects of astrology and actually saw this as a problem (page 69ff.), a view which outsiders to this world might find puzzling.  In this respect, your respondents would seem to be holding true to their rationalist education and rejecting what they perceive to be indulgent, non-falsifiable thought labelled New Age. Floris seems in the past to have entertained the idea that astrology is an as-yet uncorroborated science (page 71), a view which could be said to represent the furthest astrological position from those who entertain New Age beliefs.  Others of your respondents express the desire to ‘prove’ astrology (page 81ff.).  

         Your inclusion of your own testimony as an insider researcher enlivens your report and demonstrates the benefits of researcher reflexivity.  You end chapter 5 with some interesting observations which invite further investigation: you have demonstrated a sensitive and analytical approach to your data which has relied on the literature cited in your review.  Very good!

Conclusion

You conclude with further references to the literature, including the notion that astrologers such as your informants inhabit a negotiated space per Hanegraaff (page 88).  You summarise your analyses of the previous chapters and end your paper by confirming that, despite their involvement with astrology (as may be supposed by outsiders) your respondents are not short on critical attitude.  While this is an excellent conclusion, you unfortunately ran out of words to highlight in this chapter some of your key findings, for example: concerning the ongoing requirement to keep an astrological interest covert if one is engaged professionally with science; the influence of the individual’s academic training on their approach to astrology; the negative attitude of your respondents to a New Age orientation which is tolerant of astrology.  These could have been highlighted as examples of interesting responses which call for further research.
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