Book Review:  Paul Oliver. (2012). New Religious Movement: A Guide for the Perplexed. London: Continuum International Publishing Group.
This book is an overview of some of the New Religious Movements (NRMs) since the second half of the twentieth century. It is analysing their concepts and the psychological theories which impact upon the people who involve themselves with such groups.  It also considers gender roles and other power dynamics found within the structure of the groups. In addition it looks at how contemporary societies ‘norms’ have impacted upon their development and perpetuation of such groups. 
The NRMs considered in the book are predominantly viewed from the perspective of how they sit within Western societies; for instance traditional religions from both Western and Eastern cultures which have been reinvented or adapted to suit a more contemporary Western audience, as well as those which are newly developed from within the Western culture. 
The author of this book, Paul Oliver was a lecturer at Huddersfield University, UK, and has either edited or authored nineteen books relating to education, philosophy, religion and research methods. 
The book seems designed to give anyone interested in NRMs, whether academic, or layperson, a good scaffolding regarding the broader sense of the subject, however for in-depth research into particular NRMs further research would be required. What the book does offer is the philosophical, psychological and sociological theories which underpin the development and perpetuation of NRMs and an analysis of the NRMs impact upon the societies in which they are placed, especially regarding the ethical concerns that can be raised. 
There are three ‘Parts’ to the book.  The first ‘Part’ looks at the concepts underpinning NRMs, the second ‘Part’ looks at the NRMs themselves, and the third ‘Part’ is an exploration of the sociological and psychological themes related to NRMs and their impact on people who are involved with, or affected by, them.
The chapters all begin with a brief abstract or introduction which tells you what they are about. They then look at a separate introduction to the subject of the chapter which establishes the historical, cultural, political and philosophical context of the chapter itself, before engaging with that subject in depth and finally drawing down to a conclusion.  The main body of each of the chapters in Part Two is broken down into sections titled: establishment, teachings, social organisation, and ethical issues. 
Within each chapter there are random boxes, which are defined by a grey background and entitled ‘Study Question’. These are devised to make you think critically about the context of what you have just read and explore the subject further, possibly even beyond that which this book can offer, this is further encouraged by the short list of further readings at the end of each chapter.  

Part One of the book is made up of two chapters which are concerned with an analysis of the concepts and philosophies underpinning many NRMs, with historical context applied to how and why the NRMs developed in strength in the West. It also clarifies the meaning of certain NRM-related terms, such as ‘sect’ and ‘cult’. The second part of this section goes on to apply these concepts to different NRMs so as to understand the scope of the different NRMs, considering also how this applies when they have developed from traditional religious beliefs or are newly developed faiths.
Part Two of the book is made up of five chapters (chapter three- seven). This section concerns itself entirely with the traditional religions which may have emerged, like matter out of place, into societies other than where they were formed, or have developed from existing traditions. The first of the chapters in this section (chapter three) explores five NRMs which have developed from the basis of the traditional teachings of the Hindu faith.  Chapter four looks at four NRMs which are related to Christian beliefs, whether alone or in a homogenised form which takes on board other belief systems. Chapter five is concerned with three NRMs which are Buddhist in origin. Chapter six looks at religions which are a mixture of different belief systems. It particularly considers those religions which have developed more recently from some past teachings or belief systems, such as the ‘neo-‘ religions, as well as beliefs which have developed out of perspectives driven by the scientific age, such as ‘Scientology’. Chapter seven basically brings together the main themes which have arisen from the previous chapters in Part Two of the book, and concludes that, to some degree, there are no wholly consistent themes which can apply to all NRMs.
Part three of the book concentrates on the psychological and sociological themes within the NRMs, with four chapters (chapter eight – eleven). Chapter eight explores the motivational factors which guide newcomers and issues pertaining to the ego as some people strive to be different. Economic factors are considered and argues whether or not it is ethical to charge fees or indeed sign over major assets to NRMs. Oliver discusses dependence and how people with a need for inclusion find comfort and solidarity within a group or NRM.  Chapter nine draws attention to gender and diversity and how religion historically has been male dominated and reflects a patriarchal society. However, Oliver gives case studies of women who have held high status within NRMs which reflect gender equality. Chapter ten addresses power and authority and the power dynamics within NRMs and that new members are keen to conform in order to gain acceptance. Charismatic leaders are held in high esteem and often new members become dependent upon the group. How healthy this dependency is, is debated and how this can impact on the leaders control of members. Chapter eleven concludes with postmodernism, historical developments from the second world war and more so from the 1960s, and that changes in society and the questioning of dominating authorities gave way to diversity in society and the emergence of many NRMs. 
This book is informative which delivers the facts in a clear and concise manner with the added balance of regarding these facts from various scenarios and different perspectives, giving rise to debate and encouraging the reader, to offer their thoughts on what Oliver is writing.  As a general guide to understanding NRMs, the book does cover this and any further interest in NRMs, religion, beliefs and spiritualities can be steered by through Oliver’s extra readings which are offered throughout the book.   I would recommend this book to anyone who wanted a general overview on RGMs and religion and how these sit within a changing society.
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