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Examine the ways in which the concept of ‘New Age’ has been characterised and the issues surrounding the use of this term.

The term ‘New Age’, despite being a fairly new idea (especially its use by outsiders), has been thoroughly convoluted and refers to a range of vague and ambiguous notions. This confusion stretches from the lay mans use of the term all the way into the domain of academia where there is an abundance of complex definitions in the absence of a clear consensus on what exactly the ‘New Age’ is. The mass media’s focus on the “superficial and outlandish aspects of the New Age” has been to a large extent responsible for obfuscating the boundaries of the idea of the New Age (Lewis and Melton 1992, p. x). This has caused many movement participants to distance themselves from the term, which adds to the complications (Lewis and Melton 1992, p. x). The situation on the surface looks problematic; if there is no consensus on where the New Age begins and where it ends, then even defining it will be deeply perplexing. Despite this issue, there are opinions from many different angles which attempt to characterise the New Age. This discussion aims to gather some clarity on what exactly the issues are with using the term. To achieve this, a variety of different characterisations of the concept of the New Age will be explored, it is hoped that the way the concept of the ‘New Age’ is portrayed will reveal something about problems with using the term. In order to fully cover the scope of the different characterisations of the New Age, the discussion will explore a variety of academic attempts (Etic definitions) at objectively defining the term, however it will also include the more subjectively inclined media and the members of the New Age movement themselves (Emic definitions), although academic definitions will form the bulk of this discussion because it is the academics who are doing the most characterising. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The use of the term ‘New Age’ traces back to the 1930’s with the Theosophist Alice A.Bailey writing about an imminent global upheaval preparing the world for a golden age, it was an imminent historical phenomenon and was “poised to unfold through the agency of supernatural beings” (Sutcliffe and Gilhus 2013, p. 3). Popular prophecies proceeded in the 1950s and 1960s with the nuclear arms race between USA and USSR and UFO sightings (Sutcliffe and Gilhus 2013, p.3). 

In Academia, the term ‘New Age’ began being used in the mid-1980s to describe a large variety of ‘holistic’ and ‘mind-body-spirit’ phenomena, including astrology, divination, channeling, ideas about multiple bodies and hidden anatomies, body practices like yoga and tai chi, and forms of healing deemed ‘alternative’ (Sutcliffe and Gilhus 2013).

As mentioned before, academics have produced a number of complex definitions of the New Age. One such characterisation is the model of the SPIN. The SPIN stands for a segmented, polycentric, integrated network. A SPIN movement is segmentary: it is composed of a range of diverse groups which, like cells, grow and die, divide and fuse, expand and contract. It is also polycephalous: it has no central decision-making structure, but instead has many leaders within the whole movement and inside individual groups within the whole movement. The movement is not a mere collection of groups but a network of groups/individuals with joint activities and common goals and opposition (Kemp 2004, p.91). Kemp (2004, p.91) argues that the SPIN model is very applicable to the New Age. This characterises the New Age as a network of groups with no central authority or ideal that have leaders within individual groups and are connected by overlapping practices, participation and ideas.

Some academics argue that the ‘New Age movement’ isn’t a movement but a number of groups and individuals that have a ‘family resemblance’ (Barker 1989, p. 189). Family resemblance explains that two factors which seem unrelated can be related through a third mutual factor, for example, two family members may have no resemblance towards each other, however they both resemble a third member (Barker 1989, p.189). Thus one New Age group might not resemble another, however they both share some resemblance with a third one, thus are all connected in a loose way. This is why the New Age is so broad and vague, which arguably causes a major issue because this categorization of the New Age can, if extrapolated reductio ad absurdum, include all religions, because connections and overlaps between all religions can be made. This is especially true of Christian New Age groups, which just by their name give testament to the ability of the New Age to blur the boundaries between even ancient religions.

This characterization is similar to the SPIN in that it recognizes the polycentric nature of the New Age and the linkage through overlapping factors. However, Eileen Barker goes a step further by not referring to the New Age as a movement at all. Drawing again from the metaphor of the family, one could perhaps compare choosing not to call the New Age a ‘movement’, to the family tree. The family tree, is not a real empirical phenomenon but rather something that exists only in speech, the individual people and kinship ties are empirical, however the tree itself is not. Similarly, there is no real ‘New Age’ (unless one is a believer of the New Age of course), however, there are groups and individuals with mutual ideas that are linked in a network.

Defining a concept is only one way of characterising it and exploring it, another way of doing that is through looking at the so called ‘New Agers’ themselves and looking at their participation and feelings about practices/ideas to determine their affiliation so as to find out what these people are doing and thus who they are, which in turn informs one about the nature of the New Age. There have been a number of techniques of gathering information on this in the past, for example, surveying people to find out which typical New Age practices (including crystals, channeling, homeopathy, yoga, spiritualism, etc…) they have engaged with in the past (Kemp 2004, p.83-84). Although this is not a conscious characterisation of the New Age in any way, the way that the survey is constructed and the findings highlight key issues with the term ‘New Age’. It has been found that evangelical Christians score surprisingly high in many of the categories (Kemp 2004, p.83). Thus the problem with seeing the New Age more inclusively, as in the case of the survey mentioned above, is that it inevitably throws in people who would object to being called a ‘new ager’ but nevertheless indulge in some practices associated with the new age, for example non-new agers trying out acupuncture or other holistic healing approaches only for the health benefits. Vegetarianism and veganism were also categories in the survey (Kemp 2004, p.84), and whilst they are quite common amongst New Agers, it does not follow that being vegetarian or vegan has anything to do with being a New Ager, thus the situation is significantly more complicated because intentions and reasons behind all beliefs and practices of individuals need to be explored in order to gain knowledge, which is a big issue. It would be much easier to simply focus on individual groups without linking them all into a grand network called the ‘New Age’.  Thus we can see that inclusive characterisations of the idea of the New Age are problematic because they are vague and may lump in people who aren’t necessarily New Age.

Another way to characterise the New Age can be through analysing how people become New Age, an example of this is the deprivation theory. This does not describe what the New Age is but is rather a typology of religious movements which is organized by the different types of deprivation experienced by its members (Kemp, p.89). Different deprivations lead a person to seek a kind of religious movement: Economic leads to sect-type structure, social to church, organismic to a healing movement, ethical to a reform movement, psychic to a ‘cult’ (Glock and Stark 1965, p. 254). The New Age however fits into all of these, for example economic deprivation may lead to a New Age prosperity workshop, social deprivation to raves, or organismic deprivation to spiritual healers (Kemp 2004, p.89). This isn’t a characterization of the New Age, however it does highlight the issue of categorizing or characterizing the New Age because the New Age is such a broad phenomenon that it fits into most typologies of religion in multiple ways and cannot really be pigeon-holed into a specific category of a religious movement.

The media plays a strong part in characterising the New Age because the media dispenses ideas about the New Age to the wider public. New Agers themselves and academics of course inform the public on the New Age, but they have a limited influence as their reach is not as great as the media’s.  Depending on where one looks, a spectrum of different ideas about the New Age will appear to be being given. The daily mail is an example that accentuates the somewhat odd relationship the New Age has with the wider society. Although being on the outskirts of conventionality, there is a certain acceptance and affirmation of the New Age, mostly because the holistic healing aspect of the New Age, which can draw in people from all sorts of backgrounds and offer healing benefits without necessitating the belief in any esoteric knowledge. An article on baby massage tilted “the baby new agers” demonstrates this point. The topic of the article is about parents who take their babies to experts for massages and ‘baby yoga’ (dailymail.co.uk.a). The article talks positively of the practices, and even advertises some expert services. This demonstrates that the media characterisations of certain New Age practices can be positive, however this isn’t exclusive to holistic healing as the Daily Mail itself does horoscopes (dailymail.co.uk.b). The fact that New Age practices and beliefs are ingrained in western European culture so much so as to exist in conservative newspapers, proves that the New Age is quite hard to criticize because it is equally hard to even understand what exactly fits into this category. 

[bookmark: _Hlk503388915]It is also the opinion of New Agers themselves that the so called ‘New Age’ is thoroughly ingrained in Western culture. One such opinion is that the New Age, again, is not a movement or a religion apart from others, but it is “essentially a view of the time we live in and the world we are creating” (Bloom 1991, p. xiii). Once again there is this idea of the New Age not being anything remotely concrete or observable like a religion or a movement, but something which is all encompassing and vague. 

Steve Bruce argues that the New Age is not a religion but an “extension of the surgery, the clinic, the gym, or the beauty salon” and that it is primarily concerned with “physical and social wellbeing” (Bruce 2002, p.42. This implies that the New Age is not significant as a religious phenomenon but is something else, something that has at most very minor religious overtones. Bruce also argues that the New Age is unable to have any drive to change the world as a counter-cultural movement, because it lacks an external authoritative reference point (Bruce 2002, p.43). This is a characterization of the New Age that paints it to be insignificant that not only doesn’t entice the interests of the wider population, but also has no ability at all to change the world; it is impotent, or in the words of Bruce himself, it is “trivial” (Bruce 2002, p.41)

This discussion has explored different characterisations of the concept of the New Age as used by academics, the media and a New Ager. In summing up all these characterisations, there seems to emerge a picture of the New Age as something quite vague with boundaries which are almost impossible to discern. Although one can point to New Age groups and practices, it is significantly more challenging to actually define what the New Age really is. Some paint the New Age as a movement; a complex network of overlapping practices and practitioners, others see it as groups with a family resemblance. Some see New Age practices as beneficial for the health, others see it as a vacuous addition to institutions concerned with health, having little to do with religion, whilst still some few other people stick to the traditional definitions of the New Age as an actual imminent golden age of humanity. The thing that can be extracted from the modern versions of the term is the vagueness of it, which is the big issue because it renders the use of the term useless. Perhaps it is true that the New Age is nothing but “a view of the time we live in and the world we are creating” (Bloom 1991, p. xiii). Thus we ought to stop using the term and accept the reality of our modern situation, or alternatively, we could revert the term back to its original usage.
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