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Astrology can be a frustrating topic. 
Roughly half of the world’s pop-
ulation believes in it; scientists 

and skeptics reject it; and astrologers 
disagree on fundamentals.

Perhaps the biggest challenge for 
investigators of astrology is actually 
finding empirical studies, only some of 
which (perhaps a third) can be accessed 
via academic databases. The rest are 
hard to find, which is where this im-
portant book, Tests of Astrology, comes 
in. It describes and evaluates hundreds 
of studies from books, journals, and 
PhD theses since the 1920s, which is 
when empirical testing was getting 
under way. Most are in English; the 
rest are in Dutch, French, German, or 
Spanish. It includes studies conducted 
in 2015, so the period spans nearly a 
century.

The compilers have impressive cre-
dentials for the critical evaluation of as-
trology. Geoffrey Dean (a CSI fellow) 
and Arthur Mather have organized 
many debates and prize competitions 
for research into astrology and were 
the senior compilers of Recent Ad-
vances in Natal Astrology, perhaps the 
most referrenced critical work on as-
trology. David Nias was coauthor with 
Hans Eysenck of Astrology: Science or 
Superstition?, a standard reference in 
academic studies. And in the Nether-
lands, Rudolf Smit runs www.astrology- 
and-science.com, recognized as the 
leading website for the scientific study 
of astrology. The default accusation that 

critics are ignorant of astrology does not 
apply because both Dean and Smit have 
been professional astrologers.

The book begins with a short in-
troduction (four pages) followed by 
preliminaries (fifty-four pages) that 
set the context. Five personal stories 
(twelve pages) from former astrologers 
describe how the results of tests made 
them change their minds about astrol-
ogy. Contrary to what we might expect, 
some had reached top ranks within the 
astrological community.

Many astrologers claim astrology is 
based on ancient observations that be-
came progressively refined over time. 
But a closer look (ten pages) reveals no 
support for this claim and uncovers a 
complexity that would have been im-
possible to observe and unravel. Even 
two centuries ago there was no feasi-
ble way of testing astrological claims. 
Suitable experimental designs were un-
known, and chart calculations (which 
required an ephemeris and logarithms) 

could take a day or more for a compre-
hensive birth chart. Serious research was 
the undertaking of a lifetime.

The next section (twenty-four pages) 
looks at the evolution of tests since the 
1850s, at which time tests were essen-
tially arguments rather than empirical 
tests. Even in the 1950s, debate was 
frustrated by a lack of empirical infor-
mation. But scientific methodology and 
technology have made great advances 
since then, culminating in personal 
computers that permanently removed 
the calculation barrier and helped open 
the floodgates to empirical testing. The 
results were not convincing, and by the 
1990s the flood had started to decline. 
Today only one of the four research-ori-
ented journals that began in the 1980s 
has survived.

The final section (eight pages) of the 
preliminary section documents views of 
astrology from various people—roughly 
thirty astrologers, twenty scientists, and 
fifteen philosophers. Scientists agree 
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with philosophers that astrology fails 
tests of truth. And astrologers gener-
ally disagree among themselves about 
mostly everything (there is a long doc-
umented list). So controlled testing is 
long overdue. That said, the compilers 
are careful to note that “Astrological 
symbolism has been popular for a very 
long time. Might a focus on factual truth 
be missing the real appeal of astrology?” 
It’s a question they address later.

After this section come the tests 
proper, starting with an extended ac-
count of the research by Michel and 
Françoise Gauquelin (forty-eight 
pages), best known outside astrology 
for what has become known as the Mars 
effect, a weak but independently repli-
cated tendency for eminent profession-
als to be born with a surplus or deficit 
of the relevant planet just past rising or 
just past culmination. The effect created 
tantalizing puzzles not only for science 
(no cheating, no obvious physical mech-
anism, no procedural flaws) but ironi-
cally also for astrology (only five plan-
ets seem to work, the favored positions 
are weak not strong). However, recent 
work described in depth shows that 
socio-psychological factors are able to 
explain the puzzles, but this awaits con-
firmation. If planetary effects do disap-
pear when these factors are controlled, 
so will the puzzles. The Mars effect will 
no longer exist.

Then come the “hundreds of studies” 
noted in the book’s subtitle (314 pages). 
More than 300 studies are individually 
described, not as brief abstracts as one 
might expect but as English summaries 
with graphs and numerical results, plus 
critical comments where appropriate. 
For anyone unaware of the sheer ex-
tent of empirical studies, this section 
will be an eye-opener as well as a huge 
labor-saver. The studies are grouped by 
date and category, such as events or per-
sonality, but are generally too diverse for 
this to be fully effective, so “be ready to 
use the indexes.”

Later the results are combined with 
dozens of collective studies to form 
overviews of almost every conceivable 
astrology-related topic, often with fun-

nel plots of effect sizes and a meta-anal-
ysis. It is here that ancient ideas meet 
the best empirical scrutiny. The topics 
include sun signs (the most discon-
firmed topic in astrology), the validity 
and reliability of astrologers’ judgments 
(both negligible), time twins and look-
alikes (no detectable effects; look-alikes 
are not alike in birth charts or person-
ality), horary astrology, financial astrol-
ogy, geophysical and lunar effects, and a 
telling section on what happens when 
astrologers inadvertently use the wrong 
chart (nobody notices any difference). 
This section ends with twelve pages 

that bring together tests of mind-re-
lated factors such as intuition and spirit 
guides “claimed by some (but denied by 
others) to be relevant to chart reading.” 
The skeptics seem to be right.

Astrology books understandably 
never mention non-astrological factors 
that give astrology-like outcomes. The 
compilers call them hidden persuaders 
(aka cognitive biases) because people 
are generally unaware of them yet they 
can make the most invalid techniques 
seem amazingly true. For example, they 
explain why phrenological correspon-
dences now known to be completely 
false were seen by generations of phre-
nologists as completely valid. A detailed 
account (twenty-four pages) describes 
more than fifty artifacts, with extended 
examples that illustrate the Barnum 

effect, illusory correlation, cognitive 
dissonance, and confirmation bias. For 
skeptics, this section will be especially 
interesting.

Next there is a ten-page review of 
possible futures for astrology. Its use 
might be acceptable if seen as an ap-
pealing ice-breaker for conversation but 
not if accompanied by claims of knowl-
edge.

The book ends with one-page sum-
maries of the case for astrology (a great 
source of personal meaning) and of the 
case against (an equally great source of 
untruths), with a guide to forming a 
personal view (do you want meaning 
or truth?). As throughout the book, the 
compilers take no sides, leaving readers 
to make up their own minds. The out-
comes “may or may not please astrolo-
gers, nor is it for us to say whether you 
should prefer meaning or truth, but the 
chips fall where they may” (p. 3).

The amount of information packed 
between two covers is impressive. It is 
said to have taken the four specialist 
compilers eight years to prepare, and 
that is without including the time spent 
retrieving from astrology collections 
around the world information that is 
not online and probably never will be. 
To aid retrieval, there is a glossary and 
manually compiled name, subject, and 
book indexes (4,000 entries). The book 
has a sewn binding that allows it to lie 
flat, an important feature for readers 
who expect to give it heavy use. Against 
this, I noticed that the book’s white 
cover tends to collect passing dirt. Also 
unfortunate is the lack of article titles 
in most of the in-text references even 
though online retrieval hardly needs 
them. Another drawback is the absence 
of a comprehensive list of references to 
augment the in-text citations. The pub-
lisher notes that a work of this size is 
unlikely to be totally free of error and 
invites readers to send in corrections 
(page 2). I noticed a few typos.

Some parts of the book require a 
good knowledge of astrology; otherwise, 
it should be an easy read. The writing 
style is clear and concise. There are said 
to be nearly 200 tables and nearly 600 
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Tests of Astrology is a 
milestone in bringing 
together in one
place details of tests 
that were previously  
impossibly scattered.
It is essential reading. 
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AMAZING STORIES OF THE SPACE 
AGE. Rod Pyle. One might think this 
book’s self-description “True tales of 
Nazis in orbit, soldiers on the moon, 
orphaned Martian robots, and other 
fascinating accounts from the an-
nals of spaceflight” means it is a 
book of exaggerated, sensational-
ist claims. Instead, it is a sober re-
telling from historical documents, 

some only recently released, of space projects that were 
envisioned or even seriously pursued for some years but, 
for all sorts of reasons, never completed. Some were early 
projects by the Air Force to take manned military opera-
tions into space, some involve nuclear propulsion, and 
some are bizarre; all are fascinating. Prometheus Books, 
2016, 325 pp., $18.

HOW TO BE A STOIC: Using Ancient 
Philosophy to Live a Modern Life. 
Massimo Pigliucci. Biologist and 
philosopher (and former SI colum-
nist) Pigliucci advocates for the 
philosophy he recently adopted, 
Stoicism. “In Stoicism, I have found 
a rational, science-friendly philos-
ophy that includes metaphysics 
with a spiritual dimension, is ex-
plicitly open to revision, and, most 

importantly, is eminently practical.” He notes that the Sto-
ics accepted the scientific principle of universal causality 
based on natural processes. “There is no room for spooky 
Transcendental stuff.” Basic Books, 2017, 288 pp., $27. 

LEGITIMACY OF UNBELIEF: The 
Collected Papers of Piet Hein 
Hoebens. Gerd H. Hövelmann and 
Hans Michels (Eds.). From late 
1972 through the mid-1980s, 
Dutch journalist Piet Hein Hoebens 
held a unique position in the con-
troversies between proponents 
and skeptics of parapsychology. 
Although he was a committed 
skeptic, parapsychologists deeply 

appreciated his in-depth knowledge of their field and his 
penetrating but always fair and open-minded criticisms. 
His constructively skeptical influence on the culture of re-
sponsible scientific interchange is still felt to this day. For 
this book the editors have collected (and in many cases 
translated) more than forty of Hoebens’s most signifi-
cant writings (several from SI), many never published in 
English before. Combined with the editors’ introductions 
and comments, they provide valuable insight into the his-
tory of parapsychology and its skeptical reflections and 
repercussions. Vienna and Zurich: LIT-Verlag, 2017, 466 
pp., £49.90.

[NEW AND NOTABLE
Listing does not preclude future review.

visuals including over 200 graphs, but a clear typeface, frequent 
headings, and judicious use of typesize keeps the text interesting 
and easy on the eyes. On page 4, the compilers tell us, “Our focus 
is not opinions or flapdoodle but tests where proper scientific 
standards can be maintained. The pursuit of nonsense stops right 
here.”

Tests of Astrology is a milestone in bringing together in one 
place details of tests that were previously impossibly scattered. 
It is essential reading for readers of Skeptical Inquirer in-
terested in the results of empirical research into astrology (and 
not just the results chosen to prove a case) and for those who 
are debating astrologers or writing critiques of astrology. It also 
seems essential for professional astrologers who are questioning 
what they are doing for their paying clients. The truth is that 
many critiques of astrology are weak and uninformed. For that, 
this book is a timely corrective. The expression “belongs on every 
skeptics bookshelf ” is overused but applies in this case. Buy a 
copy for your library as well as for yourself. ■

Ivan W. Kelly is professor emeritus of Educational Psychology and Spe-
cial Education at the University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Canada. 
For many years, he was chairman of the astrology subcommittee for 
CSICOP/CSI.

Understanding 
Manufactroversies
Glenn Branch

Do you remember the term manufactroversy? A portman-
teau of manufactured and controversy, it appeared in 2008 
as the intentional product of a marketing and advertising 

agency to characterize the supposed controversy over evolution 
that Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed—the execrable creationist 
propaganda film fronted by Ben Stein—sought to promote. 

Creating Scientific Controversies: Uncer-
tainty and Bias in Science and Society. 
By David Harker. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 2015. ISBN 978-1-107-
69236-7. 260 pp. Softcover, $28.99.   


