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Objections to the term ‘New Age’

The . . . history of term ‘New Age’ highlights the range of interests that the movement espouses. Yet it is precisely this diversity that has caused some critics to take the view that these interests are too diverse to be encapsulated profitably by a single concept. I propose to consider a number of objections that have been made to the use of the term ‘New Age’ in order to determine whether or not it should have currency.

(1) ‘The “New Age” is a hotchpotch of disparate ideas. The first line of criticism is that the term ‘New Age’ covers too great a variety of concepts to be of use. Critics such as Peter Lemesurier, Lowell Streiker and Rosalind Hackett variously describe it as ‘an extraordinary mish-mash of ideas ... having little connection with each other’, a ‘hodgepodge’, and ‘very eclectic, drawing on the (often contradictory) ideas and teachings of a host of (alternative) Western traditions ... as well as of teachers from Eastern religious traditions’ (Lemesurier, 1990, p. 1990; Streiker, 1990, p.46; Hackett, 1992, p.216; cited in Heelas, 1996, p.2). It is as if a beachcomber devised a collective noun to designate, say, all the objects that he or she had found in the course of a day: one might come up with a noun, but unless there is purpose to the grouping of such objects, or unless they bear some common set of features or at least a family resemblance, the use of any such term seems pointless. As Steven Sutcliffe argues, ‘New Age’ is a construct — that is to say, a term created by outsiders to bring artificially together a number of disparate ideas that may not be linked by their exponents. It is therefore a term that ‘lacks predictable content... and fixed referents’ (Sutcliffe, 2002, p.29). Thus, Heelas wishes to include Human Potential organisations such as Landmark Forum (formerly est — Erhard Seminar Training) and Exegesis; Wouter Hanegraaff (1996) notes that Transcendental Meditation, The International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) and the Osho organisation have at times appropriated the label ‘New Age’, as has the UFO-religion The Aetherius Society.

(2) It cannot be defined as ‘alternative spirituality’.
A further line of attack on definitions of New Age comes from Jeremy Carrette and Richard King in their recent book, Selling Spirituality: The Silent Takeover of Religion. Carrette and King’s polemical attack is predominantly a critique of New Age practices, and this aspect of their book falls outside the scope of this essay. For the purposes of the present discussion, I shall consider their critique of the notion of ‘spirituality’, for, if they are right in claiming that such a concept is too nebulous to be of value, it follows that the incorporation of ‘spiritual’ as a descriptor of New Age is inappropriate.

Carrette and King complain, quoting Mick Brown, the author of The Spiritual Tourist, that ‘spirituality’ is ‘a kind of buzz-word of the age’. Echoing Dorothy Rowe (2001), they contend that it is ‘a Humpty Dumpty word’ (p.32), a concept without any clear unambiguous fixed meaning. Following Walter Principe, the authors trace the history of the term ‘spiritual’, identifying four key stages of its development. First, there is ‘early biblical’ usage, entailing making sense of life morally, and disciplining one’s carnal nature; second, early Christian Hellenism used the term ‘spirit’ as being diametrically opposed to ‘matter’ in a metaphysical dualism; third, there is a use in ecclesiastical parlance, which distinguished between ‘matters temporal’ and ‘matters spiritual’ — terms which defined ownership and jurisdiction; finally, following the Protestant Reformation, there arose a tendency to equate the ‘spiritual’ with the inner life of the soul in contrast with the authority of the Church: the doctrine of the ‘priesthood of all believers’ entailed the possibility of finding the divine within oneself, rather than communicated through intermediaries such as priests, saints or the Church.

Carrette and King perceive the present-day use of the term ‘spirituality’ and its accompanying ‘privatisation of religion’ as emerging from the Romantic movement. Theologians like Friedrich Schleiermacher laid emphasis on ‘feeling’ as the key characteristic of religion: an inner awareness, rather than blind faith in ecclesiastical authority. The authors see the inner quest for the divine as subsequently manifesting itself in the exploration of oriental religions, and subsequently taken over by capitalism, by selling of books, tapes and spiritual paraphernalia, as well as the use by capitalist organisations of spiritual techniques for managerial training — for example the use of the I Ching in decision making, or meditative practices for stress relief.

 (3) ‘New Age’ is neither an ‘emic’ nor an ‘etic’ category. A third line of objection is Steven Sutcliffe’s contention that ‘New Age’ functions neither as an emic nor an etic piece of terminology. Etically, it is a construct, but emically it is not readily found as a self-description by those who are within the movement. Sutcliffe notes, for example, that in the bibliography of Wouter Hanegraaff’s important and detailed book on the New Age Movement, only six out of several hundred titles actually use the phrase ‘New Age’.

Sutcliffe does concede that there are some instances of emic use of the term, for example by Alice Bailey, George Trevelyan and David Spangler, the 1960s ‘New Age travellers’, and in the celebrated musical Hair, which affirmed the ‘dawning of the Age of Aquarius’. However, as Sutcliffe points out, the important emic uses of the term ‘New Age’ lie well in the past, and do not typically reflect what is currently to be found in so-called ‘New Age’ circles. The New Age no longer consists of some neo-Christian expectation based on William Blake or Alice Bailey. Even Spangler, who was closely associated with the origins of the Findhorn community, and wrote Revelation: The Birth of a New Age, came to recant on the notion that some new paradise was around the corner. Sutcliffe concludes that emic uses of the term ‘New Age’ are ‘optional, episodic and declining’ (Sutcliffe, 2002, p.197). The use of the term itself has declined, and indeed — as he insists — ‘there is and has been no New Age Movement’ (Sutcliffe, p.208).

(4) ‘The New Age has disappeared.’ A further line of attack is that the ‘New Age’ phenomenon itself has disappeared. As has been shown, the movement took its rise in the US counterculture of the 1960s, when hippiedom, ‘flower power’, freedom from authority and utopian expectations were all the rage. Today, the shelves in bookstores that promote the ideas associated with New Age are labelled ‘Mind-Body-Spirit’, and the latter term is used for the various festivals that are currently held in British cities. The hippies are passé, and so is their ideology. They were politically left-wing, rejecting the capitalist system and becoming society’s ‘drop-outs’ in the belief that by so doing they could bring about a new social utopia. Few hippies are still around, and the New Age, far from being in opposition to a capitalist system, has become a multi-million dollar industry, to the extent that critics such as Jeremy Carrette and Richard King (2005) have criticised it for its support of capitalist ideology.
New Agers no longer seem to expect a dawning Age of Aquarius, which will accompany the planetary transition from Pisces — the age of Christianity — to Aquarius — the New Age. Even David Spangler retracted his utopian claims, stating that the New Age was ‘an idea, not ... an event’ (Spangler; cited in Sutcliffe, p.114), and that its importance lay not in the destination, but in the journey (Kemp, 2003,p.3).

A defence of ‘New Age’.

I shall now consider some possible rejoinders to the criticisms stated above. It should be observed that, because of his sustained attack on the concept ‘New Age’, Sutcliffe endeavours to avoid directly using the term, always placing it in quotation marks, in order to indicate his disapproval of the term as a coherent designator. However, although the substitution of ‘“New Age”’ for ‘New Age’ serves to indicate the problematical nature of the term, Sutcliffe nonetheless appears to use the expression ‘“New Age”’ with no obvious difference from those writers on the topic who employ without any quotation marks, and Sutcliffe appears to have no difficulty in identifying the subject-matter that is typically associated with the term ‘New Age’. This being the case, why not simply drop the quotation marks, and continue to talk about New Age instead of ‘New Age’? The only possible reason for doing so would be that the removal of the quotation marks would serve to contradict the author’s thesis that ‘New Age’ is not an unintelligible concept. Yet his ability to use the expression ‘“New Age”’ (with quotations) implicitly acknowledges that the concept is perfectly capable of being understood. If this is indeed the case, then we ought to be able to move towards some kind of definition.

Certainly the concept ‘New Age’ is a theoretical construct. However, the term’s nature as a construct does not necessarily undermine its usefulness or employability. Scholars continue to write about ‘Hinduism’, for example, usually in the full knowledge that the term is a western etic piece of vocabulary imposed by nineteenth-century westerners to cover a number of vastly different spiritual practices focused on different forms of deity. While it is useful to remember that the term is a construct, it has become so embedded in western thinking that it would be difficult to change it, and there is a clear advantage in having a term that draws together a set of religious worldviews that bear family resemblances to each other, and which serves to differentiate a cluster of religious ideas and practices from Buddhism, Sikhism and Islam.

I turn now to the issue of ‘spirituality’. Are Carrette and King right in regarding this concept as being too vague to be used in the context of ‘New Age’ and ‘Body-Mind-Spirit’? The fact that a concept is nebulous does not necessarily entail that it is useless, and indeed Carrette and King grossly exaggerate the fluidity that pertains to the notion of ‘spirituality’. They cannot seriously believe that it is a ‘Humpty Dumpty’ concept meaning literally anything at all: this is simply false, and to point out that its meaning has developed over the centuries is an observation that could be made about many words that are in current usage. They may well be right in claiming that the concept is in need of much further analysis, but that in itself is no reason to discard it as being devoid of meaning.

Clearly, it is not realistic within the scope of this essay to propose a concept of spirituality that can be guaranteed to withstand academic scrutiny, but it is possible to make some remarks about the term that will serve to show that it at least contains some substantial content. Most importantly, those who use the term ‘spirituality’ imply that there is something (or maybe Someone) that exists beyond the empirical realm — whether it is God, brahman, buddhas and bodhisattvas, or some kinds of spiritual being such as Ascended Masters or devas. Additionally, spirituality requires more than simple belief in the existence of such beings: in some sense they are capable of being experienced, and interact with human beings, whether by being ‘channelled’, or through the practitioner’s personal experience. Spirituality typically expresses itself in ritual, and the New Age is renowned for its multiplicity of ritual acts, whether these are prayers, meditations, spell-castings, or Tarot readings. Finally, spirituality is about finding meaning in one’s life: receiving guidance for life, obtaining answers to questions about why we are here, what the purpose of life is, and what may happen after we die. All these proposed components of spirituality no doubt need further discussion and clarification, but they constitute an important part of what the spiritual life entails, and it is simple false to suggest that term ‘spirituality’ can genuinely mean whatever one wants it to mean, or — less sweepingly — that it is devoid of clear meaning.

Having said this, one must be wary, however, of simply using the expression ‘alternative spirituality’ or, worse still, ‘alternative religion’ as a synonym for, let alone a definition of ‘New Age’. The word ‘alternative’ raises the question, ‘Alternative to what?’ If it were to be suggested that ‘alternative spirituality’ is to be understood as spiritual ideas and practices that constitute alternatives to traditional mainstream Christianity, then such a term would have to encompass other major world faiths such as Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism. While it is certainly the case that books and paraphernalia relating to certain forms of Buddhism, Hinduism and Sufism frequently occupy shelf space in the Body-Mind-Spirit section of many book stores, neither those who have been brought up in these traditions nor western converts to them can be regarded as ‘New Agers’. By contrast, the New Ager is better characterised by an eclecticism that commits him or her to no one specific expression of spirituality; religions typically offer firm answers to spiritual questions, whereas the New Ager is often described as a ‘seeker’ who perhaps derives more spiritual nourishment from the search itself than from what, if anything, he or she actually finds.

I shall now turn to the ‘emic/etic’ line of objection. It is surely evident that the term ‘New Age’ has been used both ‘emically’ and ‘etically’. Emically, significant numbers of spiritual seek have adopted the designation ‘New Age’ as a self-description. Thus, in a Canadian census in 1991, some 1200 people accepted the label ‘New Age’; in a similar census in New Zealand, 1212 citizens adopted the label. (531 described themselves as ‘Other New Age religions not classified elsewhere’, and a further 681 accepted the designation ‘Spiritualism and New Age not further defined’, where ‘Spiritualism’ was given as a separate category.) (VisionNet Census, 1999.) Two authors cite a survey carried out in Maryland, which alleges that 6 percent of Maryland’s population identifies with New Age ideas (Naisbitt and Aburdene, 1990, p.280). These may not constitute a sizeable proportion of each country’s population, but these are self-descriptions by individuals.

Etically, the term is applied by various external commentators on the New Age, including Christian evangelical critics and by academics. Examples include Wouter Hanegraaff, Michael York, and university courses incorporating the term ‘New Age’ are run in various British and US institutions.

The above points effectively rebut the idea that the New Age is passé. New Age shops continue to survive — that is to say, specialist retail outlets that market literature and artefacts relating to the themes that I have identified above as pertaining to the New Age. Their proliferation is such that Carrette and King can refer to the phenomenon as an ‘explosion’ and a ‘cultural addiction’ (2005, p.1). Major bookstores may have renamed their shelves ‘Body, Mind, Spirit’, but the subject-matter is the same; likewise the MBS festivals.

However, the fact that the New Age has changed in the past few decades remains an unconvincing argument for denying it an identity. Many movements change over time: one only has to consider Britain’s major political parties as cases in point. The New Age emphasis on spiritual quest positively lends itself to change and innovation. Equally, the absence of a unified or agreed worldview need not deter us from regarding the New Age as a coherent concept. Many organisations and movements thrive on debate and disagreement. A university is an obvious example, where debate and competing hypotheses are the very essence of academic life. Movements such as the feminist movement, although less institutionalised, admit of competing opinions: thus there are feminists who advocate positive discrimination rather than strictly equal opportunities; there are ‘separatists’ who believe in setting up exclusively female environments for women to build confidence, while other feminists hold that women should be able to relate to men on equal terms; there are ‘unadorned’ feminists, while others believe that women may legitimately maintain a feminine identity with traditionally female attire and cosmetics. Yet all these divergent positions within feminism does not entail that ‘feminism’ is not a movement or a useful concept. If it is argued that ‘New Age’ differs from feminism in that the latter is a single unified movement, this is not the case. Different feminists have different interests, spanning women’s suffrage, women in the workplace, women in education, anarcho-feminism, separatist lesbian feminism, eco-feminism and ‘difference feminism’. (The last of these celebrates the gender differences between male and female.)

. . . . . .

While it must be acknowledged that the so-called ‘New Age Movement’ is not a single movement, but more of a counter-cultural Zeitgeist or, in Gerlach and Hine’s terminology, a ‘SPIN’, I have argued that the term possesses both emic and etic currency, and that New Age (or its cognate Mind-Body-Spirit) is still alive and active. The New Age will no doubt continue to change, and even, in time, die out. Academic study of the New Age Movement will no doubt change too. As has been the case with new religious movements, academic research has become increasingly specialised, and the same may happen with the NAM. However, to study it in its various components would run the risk of ignoring the ways in which its elements interconnect and overlooking the holism that it so constantly emphasises.
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