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Comments:

This is a fascinating study which has much to commend it. Within the limitations of a MA dissertation it makes an original contribution to our understanding of the subject area. Your research procedure was very clearly laid out: you formulated a research question, conducted a literature review, set out your methodology, gave your finings and reached a balanced conclusion.

Your structure and research questions are clearly set out on p 11 and followed rigorously. 

Your review of the literature on New Age was fair and balanced. You discuss and reject the idea that the New Age is over, refer to and later rely on Hanagraaaff’s notion of the sensu lato and sensu strict, and introduce arguments that women’s spirituality is part of New Age culture. You consider the arguments on the validity and nature of the Aquarian Age, showing that you are well aware of the contested nature of such terms.

Your research methodology is well set out on the pages beginning p. 33, with interesting reflexive comments interspersed. 

Literature review

Your review of the literature on Mary is sufficient but could have been more extensive. For example, a deeper exploration of the Catholic literature on Mary, and the Gnostic material on Sophia, would have helped you contextualise New Age beliefs in the goddess. This especially because (p 15) you cite Hanagraaff’s opinion that women’s spirituality relies on neglected aspects of the Judeao-Christian tradition. What exactly is the Gnostic Sophia you refer to on p. 16 (see also p 56). And what is rthe traditional Catholic model (p. 55)

Also, it is not clear from your text what Lilith is: what exactly is the ‘Black Moon’? (p 30).

Methodology: your insiderness

You raise the insider/outsider problem briefly on p. 40, and then give a summary of academic opinions of the issue, but you didn’t really consider the consequences on the research of your own insiderness.

Interviews

You tended to paraphrase from your interviewees far more than you quoted directly. You were influenced by the word limit (p. 35) but it might have been more helpful to quote more and be more concise when you paraphrased.

Conclusion

The conclusions based on your findings are all fair, and all related to your literature review. However, sub-headings may have helped with clarity. Your final conclusion on p 61, that interest in the divine feminine is emerging amongst astrologers is clearly justified within the parameters of your research

A few minor points;

p.10: clarify date of the ‘dawn of Christianity’.

p. 17 Tarnas ‘observed’. One observes a fact, whereas Tarnas is arguing for a historical theory, so ‘argued’ would be a better world than ‘observed’. Similarly, ‘Tarnas explained’ on p. 23

p. 26: this is unclear: ‘Aquarius is the idealist aimed at the group’.

p. 58 – to clarify my own position, I don’t share the assumption that the world is entering a new phase of history

I have other copy-editing notes on my copy.
Summary

This is a project carried out with integrity ad rigour, given my caveats, above. With some additional work this could be the basis of a publishable version.



	First Marker’s Mark: 66%
Signature: Nick Campion
	Date: 11 Nov 2014

	For completion by the second marker:

Comments:

Comments:

This is a very good, original piece of work. In many ways it a ‘classic dissertation’ in that it accomplishes what a good piece of academic work should: it captures and explores a piece of social phenomena (the emergence and rise of interest in the divine feminine against the backdrop of the New Age and astrology) and provides a rich theoretical framework within which it can be presented. In sympathy with the first Marker’s comments, I agree that the dissertation structure is clear and concise, facilitating coherent movement between relevant issues, accounts provided by informants, and scholars discussed. I also agree that more background information with regard to Mary, and more specifically ‘Dutch Mary’ could have been beneficial to the dissertation’s overall argument in that it would have helped to better situate an emerging Dutch specific interest in the divine feminine, details of which can be found below.

The introduction is well thought out in that it not only contextualises, but balances how you, the researcher, became interested in your subject matter with academic debates. It also appropriately unpacks relevant terminologies and contextualises the Age of Aquarius for the reader.

The literature review is clearly structured and engages leading theorists such as York, Swatos and Christiano, York, Yinger, Greene, and Hanegraaff to put the research question into context. Further, the literature review presents fair and balanced arguents throughout (e.g. that neither Campion nor York think that a new age is dawning (p 24)). This demonstrates an excellent and considered critical ability.

Findings and disucussion: this section is impressive in that it relates the interview questions, their responses, as well as your position, back to the literature presented in the literature review. Relevant to the research question, interviewees’ perceptions of God, god, a divine principle, the feminine divine, and/or the Goddess are also particularly well presented and engaged (mainly because of the author’s choice to include the interview responses verbatim). These responses are then appropriately situated among the work of Hanegraaff: ‘According to Hanegraaff these views are characteristic for what he regarded as a New Age type of Neopaganism, in which he included the Goddess movement’ and are particularly supportive of in addressing part of the research question which relates to the role of the divine feminine in the New Age movement. 

Further, in agreement with the first Marker’s comments, that which constitutes the traditional model of Mary (and therefore ensuing performances, popular beliefs and relationships with her) would benefit from some theological and historical underpinnings (see p. 54). For example, who is the ‘Virgin Mary depicted by the Roman Catholic Church’? (p. 56), and how does she differ from vernacular expressions of Mary such as the one at the Roman-Catholic sanctuary OnzeLieveVrouweterNood [Our Dear Lady in Distress]? As a detailed understanding of the New Age is presented, it would have further benefited this already well done dissertation to have also demonstrated an understanding of how Catholic vernacular religion works with regard to Mary. 

Further suggestions for improvement:

In many instances supporting views of scholars are presented yet not engaged directly by you, the author. Further, sentences are too long in places. For example: ‘It confirms the suggestion made by Heelas and Woodward that people turn away from traditional forms of religion, such as Christianity, since they ‘tell their followers to live their lives in conformity with external principles to the neglect of the cultivation of their unique subjective-lives’ and, at the same time, they expect an increase in forms of spirituality in the West ‘that help people to live in accordance with  the deepest, sacred dimension of their own unique lives’.  A perception shared by Hanegraaff and York.’ Your own words/thoughts at the end of this and other similar paragraphs would be welcome here.

Last, the conclusion of the dissertation is far more detailed than the introduction. The two could have better reflected one another. However, that aside, this is a very well done, thought out and structured piece of work that can make a positive and useful contribution to knowledge. Well done!
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