
On January 20th 1995, I happened to catch a short item on 
astrology, broadcast on BBC radio's highly-rated news and 
current affairs programme 'PM'. I knew what we were in for 
the moment I heard the chortle in the announcer's voice. After 
a gruelling stint reporting the siege of Grozny, the Japanese 
earthquake and the latest antics of our elected leaders, it was 
time for a bit of fun and light relief at the expense of 
astrologers. "Is there any future in horoscopes?" quipped our 
man at the BBC. My heart sank. 

Why do these people always adopt that air of forced jollity 
whenever the subject of astrology comes up? Why do they start 
using words like 'bunkum' and 'hooey' -semi-humorous words 
which I'm sure are only ever used by a certain type of professional 
person in order to dismiss astrology. Journalists, broadcasters, 
doctors, academics - the mention of astrology automatically 
brings that irritating, knowing smirk to their faces. I am reminded 
of a passage written by the 18th century satirist Jonathan Swift and 
quoted in Patrick Curry's Prophecy and Power. During his 
merciless campaign to ridicule the astrologer John Partridge, Swift 
wrote an episode in which Partridge himself is supposed to have 
said, "I am a poor ignorant fellow; yet I have sense enough to 
know that all pretences of foretelling by astrology are deceits, for 
the manifest reason that the wise and learned, who alone can judge 
whether there be any truth in this science, unanimously agree to ., 
laugh at and despise it..." 

Think about this for a moment. "The wise and learned ... agree 
to laugh at and despise it." I'm not usually one for conspiracy 
theories, but just what is going on here? Swift was writing at a time 
when modem science was beginning to find its identity and define 
its parameters. It was the age of Newton and Descartes, of pure 
reason and uncompromising rationality. For a variety of reasons
fully discussed in Curry's excellent book - astrology failed to 
make the grade. In order to ensure that no-one ever took it 
seriously again, the learned gentlemen of the Royal Society and 
similar institutions agreed "to laugh at and despise it." Amongst 
the opinion-makers and arbiters of truth in our society, astrology 
was reduced to a joke that still has them dutifully rolling in the 
aisles some 300 years later. This is a depressing thought to those of 
us who have experienced its power to enrich, change and even heal 
our lives. 

Musing upon the BBC announcer's automatic response to his 
cultural conditioning, I almost missed the item itself Dr. 
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Jacqueline Mitton, of the Royal Astronomical Society, was 
pronouncing upon astrology. As was to be expected, astrology is 
bunkum. Why? Because Dr. Mitton has 'discovered' that there 
aren't really 12 signs of the zodiac at all - there are 13. During 
part of December the Sun passes through the constellation 
Ophiuchus, so quite a few of you Sagittarians out there are really 
'Ophiuchans'. The Sun-sign columns have got it all wrong. 
Astrologers don't know what they're talking about, and so on, ad 
nauseam. 

We can't claim that we weren't given a chance to respond. As 
this is the BBC, not one but two astrologers were allowed to have 
their say. You can't play fairer than that- or can you? First up 
was the popular media personality Russell Grant. Over a crackling 
telephone link, Russell chattered away happily about Ophiuchus 
and Arachne the Spider (!) and, sadly, failed to say anything of 
relevance at all. Next came the big guns in the person of Nick 
Campion who, as the sniggering announcer was at pains to point 
out, is president of the Astrological Association, which has nothing 
to do with astronomy. (At no time did he state that the Royal 
Astronomical Society has nothing to do with astrology of course.) 
Nick just managed to mention that there are several ways of 
defining the zodiac before he was cut off by the tyranny of the . 
1 0-second soundbite. And that was it. A total of 20 seconds to 
explain the sidereal zodiac, precession of the equin0xes, the 
tropical zodiac and the difference between signs and constellations. 
Imagine if the situation were reversed and the sniggering 
announcer had said to Dr. Mitton, "Surely all this talk about black 
holes and anti-matter is utter bunkum. You have I 0 seconds to 
persuade me otherwise." Oh well, there goes the research grant... 

The bias in the presentation must have disguised from most 
listeners the sheer fraudulence ofthis latest 'scientific discovery'. 
No professional astronomer can fail to be aware that the tropical 
zodiac, based upon the equinoxes, has been distinguished from the 
ecliptic constellations since the time ofHipparchus and Ptolemy. It 
was a nonsensical objection to astrology in the first place, and Dr. 
Mitton knew it. How do these people sleep at nights? 

Over the next few days, the media circus was in town. 
Newspapers carried headlines like 'Heavens Above! Astronomers 
Discover 13th Z-odiac Sign'. One or two of the more hysterical 
columnists attempted to launch a 'Save our Zodiac' campaign. 
Astrology's supporters and detractors shouted "oh yes it is" and 
"oh no it isn't'' at one another on televised 'discussion' 
programmes, while we all cheered or booed according to our 
prejudices. The mass media's handling of astrology is never a 
pretty sight. Dignified press releases put out by the AA, APA and 
F AS to refute Dr. Mitton's deception were simply ignored. 

It emerged that Dr. Mitton is involved in presenting a new TV 
series on astronomy. Is it possible that her deceitful attack on 
astrology was nothing more than a cheap publicity shot to draw 
attention to the new series? Could a member of the Royal 
Astronomical Society stoop so low? You'd better believe it. When 
it comes to astrology, far too many scientists and academics have 
an alarming tendency to abandon their rational principles in their 
eagerness 'to laugh at and despise it' . Whether there is any 
scientifically verifiable ' truth' in astrology is beside the point. Dr. 
Mitton has shown that some scientists are prepared to mislead and 
delude a gullible public with quasi-scientific nonsense that is 
demonstrably untrue. 

And I thought only astrologers did that sort of thing. 
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