Is the mars effect a social effect? A re-analysis of the Gauquelin data suggests that hitherto baffling planetary effects may be simple social effects in disguise.
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For almost half a century, supporters and critics of the Gauquelins' astrology-like Mars effect have been locked in dispute. The effect is hard to study, but it involves a staggering array of puzzles, all seemingly inexplicable. To outsiders the dispute has ignored the puzzles and become lost in obscure technicalities. It needs a new approach. In what follows we adopt a social viewpoint and discover that, contrary to what critics thought, planetary effects are to be expected, so their absence would be more surprising than their presence. Along the way the dispute, puzzles, and support for astrology disappear. For sociologists the massive Gauquelin database emerges as a valuable new resource. Readers who would like more detail than is possible here will find it in Dean (2000). 

Background 

After forty years of skeptical investigations, the most famous in astrology, the late Michel Gauquelin (1991) concluded: "Having collected half a million dates of birth from the most diverse people, I have been able to observe that the majority of the elements in a horoscope seem not to possess any of the influences which have been attributed to them." This understandably upset astrologers and pleased critics. 

But two of his findings pleased astrologers, upset critics, and puzzled everyone else. (1) Professional people such as scientists tended to be born with a surplus or deficit of certain planets in the areas just past rise or culmination, but only if the people were eminent and born naturally. (2) Ordinary people with such features tended to pass them on to their children. Both tendencies were very weak and required large samples for their detection. They had no obvious explanation. 

The effect had nothing to do with sun signs or other zodiacal signs. What mattered was the planet's diurnal (daily) position relative to the horizon--whether it was rising in the east or culminating overhead. 

The effect was later called the Mars effect because Mars was the significant planet for sports champions, who were then the focus of attention. But depending on the occupation (there were nine others) it could have been called the Moon, Venus, Jupiter or Saturn effect. For more background see Ertel (1992). Here I will be considering all five effects for both eminent professionals and ordinary people. 

But haven't independent studies shown that the Mars effect is merely the result of biased statistics and data selection? So why should anyone bother with it? If you can bear with me, the answer should be apparent in due course. 

Puzzles for Astrology and Science 

Ironically the Gauquelin planetary effects are as puzzling for astrology as they are for science. For science the puzzles include: Why no link with physical variables such as distance, why no link with the Sun, why is eminence important, why an effect only at birth, why contrary to all expectation is the effect larger for rounded birth times, and why does it disappear when the birth is induced or surgically assisted? 

For astrology (don't worry if the jargon is beyond you) the puzzles include: Why only diurnal position and not signs or aspects, why traditionally weak positions (cadent houses) and not strong ones, why occupation and not character (a claimed link with character was in fact an artifact, see Ertel 1993), and why only five planets? After all, astrologers do not claim that astrology fails to work for half the planets, for signs, for aspects, for character, or (on Gauquelin's figures) for the 99.994 percent of the population who are not eminent. 

The above puzzles seem utterly baffling. What could be happening? Why are these planetary effects so inconsistent with both science and astrology? As is usual with puzzles, the key lies in asking the right question. 

Could Planetary Effects be Man-Made? 

Look at the Gauquelin births in their social context. Most of the births occurred during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Western Europe, when living conditions were very different from those today, and when early world views still survived (figure 1). It was a time when births were reported verbally to the registry office by the parents, (1) when occupations and eminence tended to run in families, (2,3) when serious astrology had been dead since the 1700s, and when popular almanacs gave diurnal information for the visible planets (figure 2), that is, rising, setting and sometimes culminating times. Notice how this planetary information immediately matches the Gauquelin findings. (4) 

In short, what made the Gauquelin period different from today was the availability of diurnal planetary information, the opportunity to adjust birth data without detection, and the motivation to do so from family traditions and world views. So perhaps fake planetary effects could arise due to: (1) Role-playing. We know what our planetary positions mean and adjust our behavior to suit. (2) Parental tampering. Parents want the relevant planet in a position that fits family traditions, so they adjust our birth time before reporting it to the registry office. (3) Perinatal control. The same but via control of the birth process by mothers and midwives. 

Planetary effects are so tiny that surprisingly little faking is needed to explain them--on average just one in thirty births is enough. This is similar to the influence of astrological beliefs on birth planning by modern Asians (Goodkind 1991, Kaku 1975), and considerably less than the one in thirteen observed for Sun sign role-playing (Dean, Mather, and Kelly 1996). So it should not seem implausible that Gauquelin's subjects might role-play their planets or adjust their children's birth data. But could such effects be detected in the Gauquelin data? 

Re-analysis of Gauquelin Data 

To find out, I re-analyzed two important Gauquelin data sets. (1) The original 15,942 eminent professionals spread over ten occupations (actors, journalists, military men, musicians, painters, physicians, politicians, scientists, sports champions, and writers), whose results were published in 1960. (2) The 24,948 ordinary people (parents and children) from the Gauquelins' first heredity study published in 1966. The eminent professionals were born in Western Europe mostly in 1820-1940, and are mostly male. The ordinary people were born somewhat later near Paris and are 51 percent female. (1) and (2) led to the Gauquelins' most successful results, so they are the data to look at. I began by counting births on days said to be significant by European encyclopedias of superstition. 

For eminent professionals the results were revealing. Days were preferred if desirable, such as Christian feast days, and avoided if undesirable, such as witching days, showing that parents were faking birth data to suit prevailing beliefs (figure 3). 

The avoidance of witching days is understandable given the massive witch hunts that for three centuries had terrorized Western Europe. The amount of faking varied with the kind of day, but on average it involved about one in twenty-five births. So already the faking of days is more than the one in thirty faking of hours needed to explain planetary effects. Note that had I looked only at sports champions, the sample size might have been too small, and such faking might have been missed. 

Now hours. Interestingly, there is a huge drop in the proportion of births reported during the midnight hour, but it occurs in most sets of historic data and is normally attributed to registrars rounding times away from midnight to make it clear which day they belonged to. However, when I plotted planetary effect against the proportion of midnight births for each professional group, there is a strong negative correlation (figure 4). The tendency to prefer planets goes with the tendency to avoid midnight, which implies that faking is common to both. Midnight is of course when witches are proverbially active, so parents who avoided witching days would want to avoid midnight hours as well. (5) 

The same implication appeared when I compared high and low levels of faking. The mean planetary effect on desirable days (whose births have maximum faking) was more than twice that on undesirable days (whose births have minimum faking). The point is, none of these things should happen if planetary effects were unrelated to social effects. Nor should they happen if planetary effects did not exist. 

But why fake? If we really believe that certain times are auspicious, we can hardly believe that faking will change anything. On the other hand, if we do not believe, why bother? We might of course see faking as merely helping an imperfect world unfold as it should. But look at why we might want to avoid witching days or midnight hours. Even if we saw nothing wrong with a witching time, other people (and the child) might disagree, which could have dire consequences. So we fake. Similarly, if we can fake an auspicious birth date, or a planetary indication of greatness in a chosen occupation, it could have useful consequences. Being suitably destined in the eyes of the child and others has advantages. The same motivation exists today when hotels omit 13 from floor and room numbers lest their occupancy be affected, and when psychologists control for the expectations of experimenters. 

Gender Rules 

The results for families showed much the same faking as for professionals, but this time the preferred days were family-related with a distinct gender influence. For example children tended to be born on the same date or weekday as their same-sex parent, showing that parents wanted more uniformity than was allowed by nature. This may reflect the sort of traditions that led to particular weekdays being chosen for events such as weddings (Imhof 1996, 125). 

Gender influences also emerged in the planetary effects passed on by parents to their children. Regardless of planet, the passing on for same-sex parents was roughly twice that for opposite-sex parents. That is, sons were more like their fathers and daughters were more like their mothers, which makes sense. Or as Lady Catherine de Bourgh says in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice (1813), "daughters are never of much consequence to a father." But it did not end there. 

Gauquelin had seen parent-child effects as confirming the reality of planetary effects. He had found that fathers and mothers contributed roughly equal amounts of planetary effect to their children, which suggested a link with genetics. But he did not make same-sex and opposite-sex comparisons, and although he was aware of superstitious beliefs such as those favoring even hours over odd hours, he felt they were unlikely to simulate planetary effects. Blur, yes, simulate, no. However, genetics predicts equal contributions regardless of sex whereas social effects predict unequal contributions. So we have the classic situation of two rival hypotheses. In this case the winner is social effects. 

Solving the Puzzles 

The hitherto baffling puzzles can now be solved. Why do the Gauquelin findings conflict with astrology? Because astrology had been effectively dead since the 1700s, and all that remained was a debased remnant limited to planets that could be seen in the sky or read in almanacs. To be seen, planets had to be visibly above the horizon, even though this was traditionally a weak position due to the planetary beams being "impaired by the thick and dark exhalations arising from the earth's vapours" (Ashmand 1917). In other words the conflict is between astrology and its debased remnant. There is no conflict between its remnant and the Gauquelin findings. 

Similarly the planetary link is with occupation and not character because that was the belief in those days. (6) There is no effect for signs or aspects because in almanacs the link was with seasons or weather, and in any case the required adjustment (days or weeks) is too great to be feasible. 

The puzzles for science are solved just as easily. There is no link with physical variables such as distance or gravity because they were not part of popular belief. There is no effect for the Sun because its position was relevant only to the seasons and to seasonal work on the farm. There is an effect only at birth because that was the popular belief. Occupation effects are strongest where family traditions are strongest, where the match between planets and occupation is closest, and where there is most need to be suitably destined, as in eminent families. Hence the importance of eminence. 

But why is the planetary effect for precise birth times half that for birth times rounded to the hour? This is like saying the more we tune our radio the worse the reception. It is not at all what we expect. No astrologer, no skeptic, not even Gauquelin would have predicted such a result. But faked times do not need to be precise. What matters is the planet's general diurnal position, not its exact diurnal position, so the precision to which clocks would normally be read is not needed. Rounded times are good enough, and as a bonus they do not raise town hall suspicions like a precise birth time might. In other words faking increases rounding and also increases planetary effects. In hindsight it seems so simple, so obvious. 

Solving the Disappearing Act 

Why do planetary effects disappear when the birth is induced or surgically assisted? Gauquelin (1983) had noted how "the Mars effect in sports champions born after 1950 tends to disappear." Planetary effects also disappeared for Gauquelin's 1984 heredity study despite its huge sample of nearly 51,000 parents and children. The problem, Gauquelin suggested, arose because the births were more recent and were therefore subject to medical intervention, which had upset the natural timing of birth and therefore (in his view) the natural planetary links. But recent births, unlike early births, needed to be officially documented with a note from the hospital or midwife, which meant an end to faking other than role-playing. Hence the decline in planetary effects. After all, the idea that faking is being prevented is more plausible than the idea that all hospitals and all midwives are intervening medically in all births. Also, the reestablishment of astrology in the 1930s meant a gradual end to the debased remnant and i ts match with the Gauquelin findings. Ironically his 1984 study has told us more by its failure than it would have by its success. 

Conclusion 

The dispute between Gauquelin supporters and critics is easily resolved. Most, perhaps all, of the Mars and other planetary effects are merely social effects in disguise. They have been in the data all along. The Gauquelins had found a real effect but, contrary to what everyone thought, there was no conflict with science and no need for disbelief. Both sides can now retire with honor. (7) 

Some supporters have attributed planetary effects to divine forces, or magnetospheric resonance, or the pineal gland, or genetic imprinting (see Ertel 1992). But such explanations are clearly premature. Data selection and fraud can be rejected because Gauquelin could hardly be selective or fraudulent about social effects he was unaware of. Claims by astrologers of support for astrology, where for example planetary effects are "primary truths about man's relationship to the cosmos" (Addey 1996), whose explanation "will strain the possibilities of mechanism" (Hand 1987), can also be rejected. 

The existence of social effects in the Gauquelin data makes it a valuable new resource for sociologists studying the nineteenth century. It seems unlikely that this data, which took such heroic effort to collect, will ever be equaled. Examples of how quite complex beliefs and family relationships can be explored are given by me in Dean (2000, 33-37). 

Of course the existence of social effects does not deny the existence of inadvertent Gauquelin bias (8) or of genuine planetary effects. But unless planetary effects can be found under conditions where social effects are absent, as when parents are excluded from the birth reporting process and the child is ignorant of its birth planets, we might now reasonably suspend belief. Indeed, it could be argued that Gauquelin's failure to find planetary effects in births recorded after 1950 has already put this point to the test. [Figure 3 omitted] 
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Notes 

(1.) In France after the French Revolution of 1792, and subsequently in the other Gauquelin countries, the father of each new child became legally responsible for registering its birth date and time at the nearest town hall. The father had to be accompanied by two friends to confirm that the child was his, and by the child itself. There was no medical certificate as is routine today, and most likely the two friends would not have witnessed the actual birth, so the father could easily adjust his report without detection. 

(2.) The European family group was more important than the individual, and the inheritance of the family (whether real, as occupation, or symbolic, as names) had to be passed to succeeding generations (Gelis 1991). For example Imhof (1996, 116) cites a German farm where from the 1550s to the present day all the heads of the household were named Johannes Hooss, made possible by every family having one or more sons named Johannes so that one was always available to take over when the time came. What endured was the name. What mattered was not the individual life but the collective life, which among other things allowed death to be faced more calmly regardless of when or where it came. 

(3.) In his 1869 book Hereditary Genius, Francis Galton found that great men produce more great sons than do average men. Based on the work of others, Gauquelin (1976) concluded the same: "In general terms, two-thirds of famous people originate from five percent of the population comprised primarily of the wealthiest and most intellectual people. A professional proclivity is transmitted from generation to generation." 

(4.) People did not need astrology to prompt their interest in rising and culmination. Rising echoed the rising of the Sun, hence earthly and heavenly greatness (light is a frequent biblical metaphor for Jesus). Culmination signified something at its highest power, just as "the culmination of our efforts" does today. A planet exactly on the horizon was generally invisible and therefore without power, despite what astrology said. Just as moving past the rising point brought planets into prominence, so did moving past the culminating point. Conflicts of analogy would be out. 

(5.) The midnight hour was universally the witching hour. For example in France it was "the great hour of marvels and terrors" (Sebillot 1904), and in Germany "the child that is born, or gives its first cry, in the evil hour [of midnight] becomes a witch" Bachtold-Staubli 1927). More famously in Shakespeare's Hamlet (1601) it was "the very witching time of night, when churchyards yawn and bell itself breathes out contagion to this world." It seems that people avoided reporting a midnight birth not merely because it was ambiguous but also because it was connected with witches. 

(6.) Planetary themes today tend to focus on character traits. But in those days the focus was on occupation. First, it was a dominant part of family tradition. Thus a military family would want their new son to be a great soldier rather than, say, a stable extrovert. Second, only occupation could feasibly be shown in woodcuts. So we might expect socially-based planetary effects to be so terms of occupation-and they are. 

(7.) Ironically Ertel (2000) disagrees. Since the 1980s he has championed the reality of planetary effects, so the present findings should be welcome. But Ertel dismisses social effects as implausible, so "the challenge of the Gauquelin anomaly is as alive as ever" (p. 82). 

(8.) Gauquelin himself recognized the possibility of bias, which is why he later checked by computer his many tens of thousands of hand calculations (the indications were unchanged but were somewhat less significant, see Gauquelin 1984). He published all his data and invited anyone to check his records, all of which were meticulously organized and freely accessible. In terms of openness beset standards well above those of his opponents. 
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