Book Review- Sects, Self and Society: Alternative Spiritualities in the West.
In order to conduct this Review, I chose to critically assess and analyse the content and aims of Hugh B. Urban’s book “New age, neopagan and new Religious movements. Alternative spirituality in contemporary America.” The first and only edition of the book to this date was published in two thousand and fifteen by the University of California in Oakland California.1 It contains a total of three hundred and twenty-eight pages which are divided in to fourteen chapters and two indexes, each owning a particular aspect of the content. Its availability to myself was limited to an e-book which was accessible through the Universities Library catalogue and an agreement with Dawsonera, a website specialising in digital copies of texts. However, after some research the book can be bought on websites such as Amazon for approximately Thirty-two pounds.2 Hugh B. Urban is a professor at Ohio State University who specialises in the study of secrecy within religion with emphasis on the traditions located in South Asia. Alongside this this, he is also a reader in contemporary new religions movements.3
The aim of the book as addressed in the synopsis and Introduction paragraph which states it is to provide information on the varying religious and spiritual diversity seen within the United States. This is to be done through the use of case studies imagery and personal experience. Examples may include the personal introduction of the author and his experience at the Universal Life Exposition which takes place in Ohio each year. The author also includes imagery from his own personal collection in order to provide a visual representation of his experience. Thus, allowing the reader to visualise the message the author is attempting to convey.  4
This pattern continues along the whole of the book with a minimum of one image per chapter, however, they are not all necessarily from a private collection. Alongside this, each chapter is divided in to sub sections in order to make it simpler for the reader to easily find the section to which they want to study. An example of such can be seen in chapter three “Mormonism and plural marriage: The Ld’s and Fld’s”5 which includes the sub heading “Mormonism, Cosmology and theology: A restored Christianity or a new religious movement.” In this subsection it is clearly and descriptively argued whether the Church of Mormon can be classed as a form of new religious movement or as they claim the restoration of the Christian Faith.  This is argued by first addressing some of the key differences between Mormonism and the pre-established Christianity familiar to the general world population. Exemplification of this can be seen where Urban compares the idea of the Holy trinity. In common Christian denominations, the idea of the holy trinity is that all three (the father, the son, the holy spirit) are one in the same. However, in the church of Mormon, it is believed that the holy trinity can be seen as three separate entities. Furthermore, they believe that not only did Jesus have a human physical body, but God did also, however his body was only seen by a select few such as Abraham. In the conclusion of this sub section, Urbana states scholars have argued that Mormonism should not be classed as a branch of Christianity alone, but a new religious movement. He later adds however, that members of the Mormon church would argue that they had brought nothing new to the religion but had only restored the old practices which had been forgotten or adapted over time.
In order to give a detailed review of this book, I have decided to only concentrate on chapters three and seven. I have decided to do this as I believe providing a detailed analysis of these chapters will allow me to better explain the contents, strength and weaknesses of the book as a whole.
The analysation of some aspects within chapter three have been addressed above. However, chapter seven will be analysed in greater detail below.
 “The Church of Scientology”6 is the name of chapter seven, I chose to analyse this chapter as I have a keen healthy interest in the New Religious Movement due to the surrounding controversy some of which is covered within this chapter enabling me to develop my understanding of the so called “Cult.” The first section of this chapter contains a brief overview of the life of the founder L. Ron Hubbard. It depicts how there are two different versions of Hubbard’s life story: one depicted by the church and the other by the media and official public record. An example where the differences lie can be seen in the way the church describes how Hubbard was a military commander who was injured during service and later healed himself through the use of Dianetics a term coined by himself. Moreover, the State and public record stated that Hubbard was “Not qualified for command or promotion” 7 even though his personal autobiography by the church stated he held a position of high command. Additionally, the book provides further evidence in the form of a quote from Hubbard’s son who stated “Better than ninety percent of what my father has written about himself is untrue”
As the chapter develops more of the sections previously mentioned can be seen again with the use of imagery specifically in figure seven point two which depicts the title cover of the British edition of “Astounding science” a book by Hubbard which describes the background to dianetics and claims to open people’s minds to the truth of Scientology published in nineteen fifty. This is useful for a reader as it enables them to visualise the context in what the author is stating. Additionally, it can be seen to be breaking up the text thus making it simpler for the reader to not lose track and enables them to digest the information provided whilst viewing the image.
One thing that is unique in this chapter is the use of an Interview with a former member of the religious group. The interviewed is Nancy Many a long-time member of the group who personally worked with Hubbard and both “craved and feared” 8 his attention. In the interview she stated how at first she stated how amazing the organisation was but now sees Hubbard’s creation as a “criminal, human-trafficking, human- rights abusing money tree.” She then goes on to state how the life of a member can be twenty-four seven and without the help of former members of the church who aided Nancy and her family in the escape from the Church. However, she does not end the Interview on a sour note as she describes how working with the religion enabled her to work with the business and life skills she gained whilst being a part of the organisation.  
It is clear throughout this chapter and the book as a whole that the author has taken a chronological approach to his subject matter by first discussing the foundations of the organisation or religion created. This may be through a bibliographical or chronological approach.
This leads me on to discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the book. The use of interviews with former and current members of the groups mentioned can be seen as both a strength and a weakness in the way in which it conveys one point of view to the observer. As a result much of the evidence collected must be taken with a notion of a small amount of bias, particularly when an opinion can vary from person to person. However, there is no mention in the introductory chapter on why the author decided to include this form of interview, therefor, this can also be a weakness as there is no supporting evidence.
A second strength of the book is the layout. It is clear and concise with each chapter being divided into sub sections allowing the reader to easily navigate to which section they wish to study. Examples of this have been previously mentioned above. In addition to the dividing of chapters, the sections at the end of each chapter such as “Questions for debate” can be described as extremely useful for an academic who is teaching the topic to others as it also provides methods in which the work can be incorporated in to education. However, for a student this aspect may not be necessary as it has nothing to do with the educational material mentioned within the chapter, nor does it provide further analysis of the work.
A weakness that can be seen within the book is the attempt of the author to condense three fields of knowledge in to one book, when typically it would be split in to three categories. However, this does not mean that the author has not gone into enough detail on his analysis as he provides a profound amount especially when the topic is not his first discipline but a secondary.  
In conclusion, the content of the book clearly follows and relates to what is suggested within the title, and its main method of doing so is topical as it divides into specific chapters and only analysing that topic in the section. Finally, the book can still viewed as relevant to topics today as it is only three years old and much of the topics covered are still relevant today. 
In addition to this, the book is suitable for both academic and general study due to the amount of additional resources mentioned at the end of each chapter.
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