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AIM(S) 
• To highlight and explain the changes in religious activity in the West since the 1960s. 

• To explore the rise and fall of New Religious Movements (NRMs) in the West. 

• To introduce the notion of New Age and how that symbolised a shift in how many perceived the relationship between humanity, nature and the Divine. 

• To highlight the changing concepts of religious belief and belonging and the growth of the notion of “spirituality”. 

• To present the secularization theory and discuss the reasons for its modification in recent years. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 
By the end of this module students should be able to: 

· assess the changes in religious activity in the West since the 1960s; 

· evaluate New Religious Movements (NRMs) and New Age specifically as well as alternative spiritualities in general and the problems inherent in defining and researching such phenomena; 

· engage with current debates on secularisation theory and how that relates to theories on alternative spiritualities. 

CONTENT 
The first part of this module will look at changes in religiosity that began in the second half of the twentieth century in the West. It will highlight the changes that took place in society in the 1960s and how these created a fertile ground for new religious innovations and the subsequent need for new assessments of what is meant by religious belief and how it can be measured. It will assess the role of the sociology of religion in the study of alternative spiritualities, particularly highlighting the secularisation thesis and why this thesis emerged when it did. 

The module will then examine the emergence and growth of New Religious Movements (NRMs) in the West. Terminology will be examined and various typologies of NRMs will be explored. The module will examine the possible reasons for the rise and development of NRMs and the impact of NRMs on members, non-members, and society. Some specific NRMs will be discussed in detail, for example, the Unification Church, the Jesus Army, Osho, the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) and the Church of Scientology. 

The next part of the module will look at the decline of many NRMs and the growth of what became known popularly as New Age. It will highlight numerous interpretations of New Age and the problems associated with definition and study. It will explore the diversity of ideas that have come together under the New Age umbrella, such as Paganism, ecology and healing. It will also assess the contribution of some key thinkers, groups and organisations to the development of New Age thought. 

The last part of the module will summarise the significance of alternative spiritualities both for the individual and society. It will re-examine the secularisation thesis and its recent modifications. It will highlight terms such as individualism and subjectivisation and explain how scholars increasingly feel the need to distinguish between religion and spirituality.
Assessment 
Coursework (100%) 
1. 1500 word Book Review (25%) 

2. 1500 word critique of a website (25%) 

3. 2000 word essay (50%) 


Example essay title: 

Assess the arguments for and against the secularisation thesis. 
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