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New Age – A Paradigm Shift to Divine Consciousness & a 
Universal Philosophy  

The New Age Movement (NAM) is a revival of spiritual and 
divine values and can be called as a Divine Regeneration 
Movement. New Age Philosophy has conquered the West 
intellectually and Western culture is currently experiencing a 
phenomenal shift – sociological, spiritual & ideological. It's a 
secular, multi-cultural, multi-religious synthesis, of the 
Oriental mystical philosophies, mainly Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Taoism & Western Occultism, emphasising Holism, the 
doctrine that Reality is organically One ( now taught in 
American Universities after Einstein's Theory of Relativity ).  

Behind the evolution of the species, there is an evolution of 
Consciousness. The aim of Life is Self-Actualisation, to 
evolve to the level of Unity Consciousness, defined as the 
7th state of Consciousness in Transcendental Philosophy.  

The social disturbance caused by the Vietnam War, the threat 
posed by AIDS, the disillusionment with materialistic ideas 
and the erosion of faith in Morality & Ethics brought a sense 
of futility & meaninglessness in the Western psyche.The 
limitations of the Western system of Chemotherapy & 
adverse side-effects of antibiotics, sedatives and certain 
other drugs and the disillusionment with the promises of 
science & technology made millions turn to Oriental 
philosophies, occult practices & systems of therapy.( Interest 
in Alternative Medicine developed to such an extent that 
there are now more than 180 systems of Alternative 
Medicine.  
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Exponents of New Age Philosophy in Europe and America 
include Transcendentalists like Thoreau, Emerson & Walt 
Whitman, Wordsworth, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772), , & 
Theosophy introduced by Madame Helena Blavatsky (1831- 
1891) & Col Olcott & the philosopher, Annie Besant. As the 
world witnessed a Consciousness Revolution, 
Transcendental Meditation, Yoga ,Zen, Carlos Castañada, the 
Beatles, Holistic Medicine ( both Western and Ayurveda ), 
Tantra, Astrology ( both Western & Vedic ) all became 
popular . 

There are 6 million New Age sites on the Web and the NAM 
consists of a massive & well organised network consisting of 
thousands of groups, trusts, foundations, clubs, lodges, and 
spiritual groups whose goal and purpose is to prepare the 
world to enter the coming Aquarian Age. ( The Age of 
Aquarius ). In astrological symbolism, Aquarius represents 
Spirituality and Pisces Rationality. The Piscean Age, an age 
of Computer and Cybernetics revolution, will be followed by 
an Age of Consciousness Revolution or a Spiritual 
Revolution, the Aquarian Age.  

Some New Age Organisations are : California New Age 
Caucus, New World Alliance, World Goodwill, The Church 
Universal and Triumphant, The Theosophical Society, 
Amnesty International, Zero Population Growth, the Forum, 
Planetary Initiative for the World We Choose, the Club of 
Rome, Church Universal & Triumphant, Christian Science, 
and the Unity School of Christianity.  

New Age believes in the essential goodness of Man and the 
Divine Spark in Man and the New Age movement is not a 
unified cult system of beliefs and practices, even though its 
roots derive from Vedic Philosophy. There is no central 
authority, no official leader, no headquarters, nor 
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membership list, but instead is a network of groups working 
toward World Peace and Universal Love. There are millions 
of worldwide followers of various New Age practices and the 
world is moving from Chaos ( Disorder ) to Cosmos ( Order ) 
! This is a Phase Transition from Entropy ( Disorder ) to 
Order ! 

Significant influence has been gained by NAM affecting 
almost every area of Occidental culture—Sociology, 
Psychology, Medicine, the Government, Ecology, Science, 
Arts, Education, the Business Community, the media, 
entertainment, sports, and even the Church. Organised 
spiritual forms such as Christian Science, Unity and even 
forms of Witchcraft ( from the German ' Wicca' meaning the 
Wise; Witchcraft means the Craft of the Wise ) are all its 
expressions. Various Human Potential Seminars, 
Transcendental Meditation, Zen Meditation and some 
Alternative Holistic Medicine practices are also its manifold 
manifestations.  

Some popular New Age publications and journals are New 
Age Journal, the Z Files, Clarity, Body Mind Spirit, Yoga 
Journal, Gnosis, East West, Noetic Sciences, the Millenium 
Being and Omega. The new tendency of people now is to 
view everything from a New Age perspective  

The major goal of the New Age Movement is to prepare Man 
for entering the Aquarian Age and to bring world peace in an 
already bruised world. "All is wrong with the world" said 
Shaw & some of the other goals of the NAM are to establish 
an entirely New World Order in the fields of Economy & 
Government. The idea of a World Government was proposed 
by Bernard Shaw earlier and was implemented by Mahesh 
Yogi and occurs in the writings of the foundational apostle of 
the New Age Movement, Alice Bailey.  



The word 'Initiation" is derived from the Latin "In ire" to go 
within and Initiates were termed by the Great Master as the 
salt of the Earth. The mystic Ward defined Reality as "Within 
and within and within and within" . Another mystic described 
it as "It is hidden, it is hidden and it is hidden". To the mystic, 
self evolution is the means and only by changing and 
correcting ourselves can we change others . The primary 
goals of the movement then, are to prepare the world to 
receive the Divine Consciousness and to enter the Age of 
Aquarius, thus establishing the New World Order.  

New Age Philosophy believes that human evolution can be 
accelerated, if not in the entire mass of humanity, at least in 
suitable individuals. Human nature is perfectible, through an 
intensive process of purification and Initiation.  

The New Age Movement is secular & universally diffused 
over the earth's surface & its basic underlying philosophy 
emphasises Gnosticism and Occultism. (Gnosticism is an 
ancient philosophy stating that Divine essence is the highest 
reality, and that the Self of man is actually this Essence. 
Behind the phenomenal world is the Transcendent Reality 
which Intuition alone can see ). It bears a remarkable 
resemblance to the Universal Religion that H.G. Wells 
predicted would one day take over the world.  

The six main characteristics of New Age thinking are: (1) All 
is Unity; (2) All is Divine (3) Humanity is divine (4) A change 
in Consciousness; (5) All religions are One; and (6) Cosmic 
Evolutionary optimism.  
Basically Dialectical Integralism, New Age Philosophy unites 
both Matter and Spirit.  

Spirit shall see through Matter's gaze 

Matter shall reveal the Spirit's face ! 



The 13 main principles of New Age Philosophy are:  

(1) One Global Order – One World Governement, One 
Currency, One Universal Being.  

(2) Universal Energy, Universal Matter, Universal Life, 
Universal Soul As God  

(3) An Eternal Universe – Uniform in Space and Unending in 
Time  

(4) Divine practices ( Astrology Yoga & other esoteric arts)  

(5) Syncretism ( Unity of all Religions ).  

(6) The need for Meditation ( for generating altered states of 
Consciousness );  

(7) Life is Cyclical- Everything is cyclical, subject to the 
cyclical upheavals of Time.  

(8) Holistic Medicine & Vegetarianism (The patient is more 
important than the Doctor & Alkaline diet)  

(9) Pacifism ( Anti-war activities);  

(10) Reincarnation; ( The Law of Conservation of Soul )  

(11) The Evolution of Man into Divinity; ( The latent Life Force 
evolving naturally to the Divine )  

(12) The Union of Man with the Divine; ( Merger of man into 
the Infinite )  

(13) Matter's Illusoriness; – Esse est percipii – Perception is 
Essence; Mind is Substance.  



The practices of the New Age are psychic practices like : 
Astrology, Reiki, Bioenergy, Chi energy, Chakras, Nirvana, 
Christ- Consciousness,Spiritualism, Native American 
Spirituality, Prajna, Out-of-body/near- death experiences, 
Reincarnation, Yoga, Meditation and the occult disciplines, 
as well as psychotherapeutic techniques and scientific 
applications of the healing powers of crystals and pyramids.  
Some commonly used New Age terms are: Quantum Healing, 
Transmutation, Transfiguration, Guided Imagery, 
Reincarnation; Positive Thinking; Human Potential; Holistic; 
Holographic; Synergistic; Unity; Oneness; Transformation; 
Awakening; Networking; Communal Sharing; One-
world/globalism/new world order (i.e., One language, One 
Government, One currency, One religion); Cosmic 
Consciousness; Zodiac, etc.  

Some New Age practices are: Transcendental Meditation, 
Parapsychology, Inner healing; Biofeedback; Yoga; I Ching; 
Reflexology; Therapeutic Touch; Transpersonal Psychology; 
Witchcraft; ; Magick; Tai Chi; Shamanism; Hypnotherapy; 
Acupuncture/Acupressure; Martial arts; Zen; Relaxation; 
Silva Method (formerly Silva Mind Control); Visualization; etc.  
Some prominent New Agers are: Jeremy Rifkin, Norman 
Cousins, Elizabeth Clare Prophet, John Denver, George 
Lucas, Norman Lear, Alice Bailey, Alvin Toffler, Dr. Barbara 
Ray, Benjamin Creme, Levi Dowling, George Trevelyan, 
Fritjof Capra, Abraham Maslow, Barbara Marx Hubbard, Ruth 
Montgomery, Shirley MacLaine, J.Z. Knight, Marilyn 
Ferguson and David Spangler.  

Soothing audio environments are created by New Age 
musicians and they believe rightly that Music has psycho-
therapeutic properties. ( This concept is derived from the 
Vedic Philosophy that All music is Samaveda, the 4th Veda of 



the Indians ). Born of an interest in spirituality and healing in 
the late 1970s, it is often used as an aid in meditation.  

Essentially meditative, New Age Music is soothing to the 
Soul. Isnt Music defined as the food for the Soul ? Harmonic 
consonance, uplifting themes, contemplative melodies & 
nonlinear song forms are the characteristics of New Age 
music. Even natural sounds or sounds from Nature and 
traditional electronic instruments are used by New Age 
musicians. With roots in classical music or Eastern Music, 
New Age music is often meditative. Prominent New Age 
musicians include vocalist Liz Story; harpist Andreas 
Vollenweider, electric violinist Jean-Luc Ponty , electronic-
music pioneer Brian Eno, multi-instrumentalist Kitaro & solo-
piano artist George Winston. 

New Age practices have almost conquered the world. 
Athletes are using guided imagery. Graduate schools of 
business are invoking T M, Yoga, and Tarot cards in teaching 
courses on creativity in business (e.g., Stanford Graduate 
School of Business). Based upon Astrology, the Science of 
Time, stock market gurus employ Fibonacci numbers and 
"Wave Theory" in their forecasting.  

We can summarise that the term New Age is an innovative 
term derived from the mother of all sciences, Astrology, 
indicating that this earth is undergoing an evolutionary 
transitional phase from the Piscean Age of Scientism to the 
Aquarian Age of Divine Wisdome, Cosmic Consciousness , 
Knowledge and Love.  
Since the New Age is a conglomeration of spiritual practices, 
let us analyse the basic principles of N A M 

1. The Divine Source of Authority. New Agers do not claim 
any source of authority—Only Inspiration by the Divine. By 
the Divine we mean a principle within, the Divine Spark or the 



Self and many are there who receive the revealations of the 
Self within or the intuitive insights of the Self.  

2. The Lord. – Since Matter and Energy can neither be 
created or destroyed and the sum total energy in the 
Universe is an absolute constant ( Universal Being ), the Lord 
did not create the world, He became the world. Monism—( 
"All is Unity" ) averrs that there is only One Essence in the 
universe, everyone and everything being a part of that 
essence. The Self is an utter Being and all these are its 
Becomings. New Agers view God as an Impersonal Life 
force, Consciousness, or Energy (e.g., the "Star Wars Force") 
mainly but they also believe in His personal aspect, as the 
Ocean ( which is Formless ) can take the form of an iceberg! 
They averr that every human has a divine spark within him 
because all created beings are reflections of the Divine Idea. 
The eternal state is called by various terms among different 
New Age groups, i.e., God-consciousness, Universal Love, 
Self-Realization, the I AM, Higher Self, Brahman, Nirvana, etc.  

2. The Redeemer, Jesus Christ. Christ Consciousness or the 
Divine Consciousness is what the New Age advocates mean 
by Christ. . In other words, Christ is a Divine Principle rather 
than an individual, such as Jesus. This idea of Christ 
Consciousness asserts that Jesus was only one of the 
Christs, but that He equipped Himself to receive the Christ 
Consciousness (i.e., He was a great Master who attained 
Christ Consciousness), as did other prophets like Buddha, 
Krishna, and Mohammed. New Agers believe Dr Paul Brunton 
who stated the Jesus spent 18 years in India absorbing 
Indian Mysticism and that he was initiated into the highest 
esoteric doctrine.  
3. Human Destiny. Man is the measure of all things and is 
more divine than the animals & hence the salvation of the 
world depends upon Man. Cleansing the negative elements 



from the collective subconscient should be the aim of 
humanity. Once Negativity is cleaned from the collective 
subconscient, the human positive energy will shine forth and 
the noble ideals of the New Age will be actualised in an era of 
Enlightenment. Since man is intrinsically divine and perfect, 
his only real problem is ignorance of that fact. Gnosis means 
experiential knowledge and Salvation in the New Age is for 
man to become enlightened through this Divine Gnosis. New 
Age groups offer various spiritual techniques to enable 
individuals, and ultimately the world, to evolve into this 
Unitive Consciousness . These techniques may include 
psychotechnologies for attaining altered states of 
consciousness – Transcendental Meditation, Yoga, Zen, 
Attunement , Channeling (Spirit guides), Psychics, 
Acupuncture, etc. 

4. The Ethical Opposites, Good & Evil – Believing in the 
Oriental philosophies, New Agers make the distinction 
between good and evil. All wickedness is weakness and Evil 
is imperfection. By the method of Trial and Error, we come to 
know what is good and what is bad for the world and we 
have to transcend the dualities.  
5. Reincarnation. New Agers believe in the ancient Vedic 
philosophic concept of Reincarnation—that through a long 
process of rebirths, man can eventually attain Divine 
perfection. They also teach the Universal Law of Karma -(( 
The Law of Cause and Effect ( Every effect has a cause ), the 
Law of Action and Reaction, the Law of Retribution )) that 
what a person sows , he shall reap. This is also the doctrine 
of God's non-responsibility, that the Self is not responsible 
and it is the Ego which experiences bitter & sweet mental 
experiences due to its own Karma.  
6.Salvation is Self-Actualisation and Sin is Ignorance – 
SSome theoreticians taught the concept of Man's Original 
Sin. New Age exponents teach the concept of man's 



essential goodness. Instead of systems which emphasised 
the human negative aspect and sin, New Age highlights that 
every man is essentially divine and it is a sin to call man a 
sinner ! However, New Agers speak of troublesome desires 
which are natural impulses which retard human evolution 
and make the Ego move away from the Self. Sin is merely 
ignorance of man's essential divinity. The atrophied spiritual 
consciousness of the normal man who lives in ignorance of 
his Divine Self is Sin. Like the Law of Conservation of Energy 
which states that Energy cannot be created or destroyed, the 
Law of Conservation of Soul states that the Soul can neither 
be created nor destroyed. Matter exists in 3 states, liquid, 
gaseous and solid and matter cannot be created or 
destroyed. Nothing ever begins to be. Similarly Life does not 
at physical birth begin to be. It merely enters physical 
conditions and assumes physical guise. It merely undergoes 
a parallel transformation into conditions which preexisted in 
other conditions. The Soul is reincarnated in different bodies 
in a continous succession of lives. The good or bad Karma 
earned in the present lifetime determines one's subsequent 
incarnation. Attaining higher states of Consciousness should 
be our aim.There are many different paths to the goal of 
Divine perfection and we should be tolerant of other paths.  

The divine Aurobindo predicted that spiritual influences from 
India will trigger off a global spiritual movement.There will be 
Mass Incarnations ( many people divinely inspired ) who will 
work for World Peace and Universal Love ! 

I saw them cross the twilight of the Age 

The massive barrier breakers of this world 

The sun-eyed children of a marvellous dawn 

The architects of immortality 



Carrying the magic Word, the mystic Fire 

Carrying the Dionysian Cup of Joy !  

The four systems of Philosophy which triggered the N A M 
are Hinduism, a product of 5,000 years of development, 
Buddhism, circa 560 B.C., Taoism, circa 500 B.C & Druidism, 
circa 300 B.C, the religion of the Celts, which extended upto 
the Middle Ages.  
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Systems thinking, spirituality and Ken Wilber
Beyond New Age 

Systems thinking is a general worldview concerning 
the nature of reality. It sees the world as composed 
of systems, and all particular entities populating 

reality as linked with other entities – the emergence of 
new properties denies the flatland of plain material-
ity, and generates entities of a higher order . Spiritual-
ity in historical and modern traditions has minimally 
amounted to relating oneself to a larger or higher sys-
temic whole, which confers meaning to particular cases 
of existence. In some religious traditions this larger 
systemic whole has been understood as a transcen-
dental sphere of existence, whereas in other religious 
and spiritual traditions it has been seen as an imma-
nent thatness. The search for spirituality and wisdom 
has never been confined to religious traditions, but has 
inspired other systems thinkers as well, for example in 
philosophy, the New Age movement, in developmental 
psychology, biology, or futures research. The American 
philosopher and theoretical psychologist Ken Wilber 
(b. 1949) has discussed, re-interpreted and synthe-
sized various views on spiritual development as well as 
systems thinking and has provided input for the New 
Age movement, comparative religion, developmental 
psychology, and world philosophy. In this article we will 
discuss the relationship between systems thinking and 
spirituality and will assess Ken Wilber’s contribution to 
their conceptualization.

Introduction
We will start with working definitions for systems 
thinking and spirituality. Both systems thinking and 
spirituality are projects in understanding the world 
in terms of connectedness, wholes and parts. Systems 
thinking is a tool of thought used in different branches 
of science, management and futures research (Bunge 

1979). It is typically inspired by science and onto
logical materialism, even though there are systems 
thinkers who have adopted idealistic ontology (see, 
e.g., Radhakrishnan 1932). The interesting potential 
in systems thinking, no matter whether it is based on 
materialistic or idealistic ontology, is that it can pro
vide tools for analysing and bridging the distinction 
between the material and the ideal.

We understand spirituality as a conceptual frame
work, a way of seeing the world as an interconnected 
whole, where different parts of the world are perme
ated by the same intelligible logic or same material 
out of which different appearances are made. As 
Mary N. MacDonald aptly summarizes her synoptic 
working definition of spirituality:

Spirituality is the concern of human beings with 
their appropriate relationship to the cosmos. 
How the cosmic whole is conceived and what 
is considered appropriate in interacting with it 
differ according to worldviews of individuals 
and communities. Spirituality is also con
strued as an orientation toward the spiritual 
as distinguished from the exclusively material. 
(MacDonald 2005: 8718)

We add that spirituality is therefore primar
ily a type of consciousness involving a conceptual 
framework, a worldview, that structures the world 
into ‘reality’ and ‘appearance’ and invites one to 
search for lawful connections that, first of all, link 
the perceptible phenomena and the reality behind 
the appearances, and secondly, govern the dynam
ics of the ultimate reality (Elkins et al. 1988). As a 
form of consciousness that relates appearances and 
reality, spirituality is a way of situating the self in the 
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world. Spirituality denies the flatland of materiality, 
acknowledges the depth of reality and sees the layers 
of reality (cf. Hill et al. 2000). 

Spirituality in this relaxed sense covers a large col
lection of worldviews ranging from philosophical and 
scientific to mystical, mythical and religious, expert 
views and vernacular folk theoretical conceptualiza
tions of the world. These traditions differ from each 
other for example in restricting the group of people 
who may have access to the reality, and whether the 
access requires certain techniques on the part of the 
practitioner (meditation, devotion, mystical intu
ition, ecstasy, experimentation or rational inference), 
and whether the access to the spiritual requires the 
cultivation of a particular counterpart in humans, 
that is, the spirit. The study of these cultural forms 
of spirituality is a study of the diversity of human 
thinking, and it combines comparative religion and 
worldview studies, as well as the study of world phil
osophies (Smart 2000, Hammer 2001). 

The various spiritual traditions of different ages 
and cultures have become available to contemporary 
Western consumers, and this trend has manifested 

itself especially in the New Age movement, where the 
various cultural resources of different spiritual trad
itions have been recruited for the purpose of ‘cele
brating the self and sacralizing modernity’ (Heelas 
1996, Hanegraaff 1996). The primary New Age 
movement, best symbolized perhaps by Fritjof Capra 
(1975) has been superseded by a multiplicity of spir
itualities, and the cultural scene has moved beyond 
New Age, as aptly described by Steven Sutcliffe and 
Marion Bowman (2000). The uniting theme in vari
ous forms of spirituality is the worldview component 
we proposed above, namely, the search for a systemic 
order and the explanation or experience of intercon
nectedness, where the flatland of onedimensional 
materiality is transcended. We admit that there are 
various other aspects to spirituality, for example its 
psychological, sociological, economical or historical 
aspects, but for our purpose the focus on spirituality 
as a conceptual framework serves the task.

World philosophy in the study of spiritualities
Comparative religion that purports to investigate 
different spiritualities is bound to accommodate 
phil osophy in two roles: as its study object and as 
an analytic tool for the following reasons. First of 
all, spirituality is a conceptual framework, perform
ing the task of relating oneself to the world, and the 
analysis of conceptual frameworks requires the ana
lytic tools of philosophy. Secondly, in the cultures of 
India and China, from where several spiritual trad
itions stem, the division of labour between religion, 
philosophy and empirical science is not so clearly 
articulated as it is in Western university culture. 
Together these cognitive endeavours address the big 
questions of what we are, where we are going, how 
we know and what is of value. Furthermore, it has 
been claimed that there are culturally specific non
Western philosophical traditions that are optimal for 
analysing the religions of their respective cultures – 
Hindu or Taoist philosophy, for example. All in all, 
the scholar in comparative religion should have com
petence in philosophy as well.

Ninian Smart (2000) has proposed that there 
exists philosophical articulation and construction 
of worldviews in different traditions, not only in the 
written traditions of China, India and the West, but 
also in the oral wisdom and traditional folklore of dif
ferent cultures. The description and analysis of these 
philosophical worldviews is what Smart calls ‘world 

Eeva Kallio, <https://www.flickr.com/photos/donnaceleste/albums>

Neues Museum, Berlin.
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philosophy’. He intends to reveal the plural character 
of human consciousness, and uses three themes in 
the description and analysis of the material: wisdom 
(spiritual, political or ethical), worldview (metaphys
ical, scientific or religious), and the theme of critic 
and questioner (ibid. 6). 

If we follow Smart, world philosophy (as a tool 
of philosophically enlightened comparative religion) 
should be descriptive and culturally sensitive. The 
philosophy in this tradition resembles good ethnog
raphy, where the worldviews or belief systems of vari
ous culturally situated study objects are investigated 
by means of interpretative hypotheses. The goal of 
the research process is the articulated worldview. The 
shared core of world philosophy and ethnography, 
vital for comparative religion, is the Socratic method: 
you ask the informant about his beliefs and desires, 
and in the course of this exchange the inform
ant (as well as the interviewer) is able to articulate 
his point of view. The Socratic method is used also 
in some therapies, where the patient is facilitated in 
seeing things from a new perspective. Ethnographic 
interview techniques are partially beholden to 
philosophic al questionsetting and the philosophers 
working in other cultures borrow techniques from 
ethnography. Descriptive world philosophy and 
standard descriptive ethnography also share the goal 
of neutral description. 

Other ‘world philosophers’ like BenAmi Scharf
stein (1998) restrict the scope of world phil osophy to 
those written traditions of India, China and Europe 
that embrace the signs of philosophy: logic (or well
articulated reasoning) and disputation, where the 
analytic tools of thought and rules of argumenta
tion are applied to solve the questions. If we follow 
Scharfstein in conducting world philosophy, our 
stance is more normative and the scope is more 
limited . According to Scharfstein, we should be 
interested in those texts and informants who provide 
articulated reasons for their beliefs. According to 
Scharfstein, we are also warranted to ask for reasons , 
and to assess beliefs and practices in terms of their 
acceptability, because philosophical analysis is inher
ently normative: it values clarity and exposition of 
axiomatic principles, and in the course of analysis 
and exposition, it brings out the weaknesses of the 
system under analysis.

We think that Ninian Smart’s conception of world 
philosophy is more fruitful for comparative religion 
since its major tone is descriptive and interpretative, 

not critical. Comparative religion based on ethnog
raphy and other fields of research that utilize cultural 
analysis profit from the mastery of philosophical tools, 
since the analysis of culturally conditioned concep
tual systems and of cultural informants requires that 
they are treated with Socratic, philosophical interest. 
Both ethnographers and philosophers are entitled to 
ask trivial questions, to question given assumptions 
and make inferences concerning the required pieces 
of knowledge left unarticulated in the daily practices 
they encounter. Both ethnography and philosophy 
aim at reconstructing the conceptual systems under 
analysis so that their structures become transparent. 
Both are needed in comparative religion, which aims 
at analysing contemporary spiritualities. Next we will 
analyse systems thinking and then proceed to Ken 
Wilber’s contribution.

Systems thinking
Spirituality as a form of consciousness constructs 
the world as a systemic whole, where different parts 
are interconnected. Thus at the heart of spirituality 
lies systems thinking in one form or other. Systems 
thinking is a general view concerning the nature of 
reality. It sees the world as composed of systems, and 
all particular entities populating the reality as linked 
with other entities (Kamppinen 2010).

A system is a collection of components that are 
linked with each other. For example, a shamanistic 
healing session in the Peruvian Amazon is a system 
that is composed of patients and healers and medical 
artifacts, and it interacts with the rest of the village 
that, in turn, is situated in a larger system of eco
logical systems (Kamppinen 2010). To individuate 
a system is to draw boundaries around some com
ponents, and construe the other components as the 
environment in which the system is embedded. The 
healing session, for example, is interacting with its 
environment, and we have a case of a system that is 
linked to other components.

The original system and its environment can 
be linked or ‘summed up’ in order to form a larger 
system, for example the village. In a sense, the first 
division between a system s1 and its environment 
e1 always implies the existence of a larger system s2 
that is composed of s1 and e1. The resulting system s2 
can be analysed in terms of its environment e2, and 
again we have the possibility of linking s2 and e2 into 
a supersystem s3.
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The notions of level, emergent novelty and hierar
chy are central in systems thinking (cf. Bunge 1979). 
The level can be defined as a collection of similar 
entities. As we move from the level of individual 
patients to the level of healing session, new proper
ties emerge, for example the patient–healer inter
actions, or the success of healing. These properties 
do not exist at the level of individual patients, but 
emerge only as we move to more complex systems 
that involve patients, healers and the healing tools 
as components. Emergent novelty denies the one
dimensional existence of flatland.

Furthermore, as we move up to the level of heal
ing session, emergent systemic entities like classifi
cations of illness appear. Complex systems like heal
ing sessions involve different types of hierarchies. 
Constitutive (or bottom–up) hierarchy refers to the 
way in which the components of the healing ses
sion make up the whole, whereas regulative (or top–
down) hierarchy refers to the ways in which higher
level entities like healers’ mental models regulate the 
processes at lower levels. The individual action of 
expelling evil spirits, for example, can be situated in 
both hierarchies. In constitutive hierarchy it enables 
the healing session to go on, whereas in regulative 
hierarchy it fulfils a role in the shamanistic healing 

scene, a role that has been determined from the top.
The notion of multiple realizability (or oneto

many correspondence) is central to systems think
ing as well, since it is grounded on the notion of 
regulative hierarchy. Multiple realizability means 
that higherlevel entities can be implemented in vari
ous configurations of lowerlevel entities. A healing 
session, for example, can be constructed in various 
ways: the patients and illnesses may vary, the propor
tions of plant medicines and other concrete healing 
techniques may vary, and so on. Village level health 
behaviour can be implemented in various ways as 
well. It can involve all members of the village or leave 
some of them out, or it can be driven by legislation or 
by the traditional mental models of religious experts 
like shamans. There are, of course, some structural 
and functional requirements for what counts as a case 
of health behaviour in the first place but in general 
higherlevel entities allow for multiple realizations.

Even though higherlevel entities can be realized 
multiple compositional solutions, they are dependent 
on lowerlevel entities. Higherlevel entities such as 
a soccer game between villages cannot exist without 
individual villages and their constituents, or health 
values do not exist without evaluating human agents.

Douglas Hofstadter (1979: 307) illustrates an 
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important distinction. There are first of all systems 
where changes at a lower level do not bring about 
noticeable changes at the higher level. The higherlevel 
system is stable, even though, for example, one patient 
fails to show up and is replaced by another patient. 
Another type of dependence is a case of a rumour 
spreading from one patient to another which claims 
that the healer is incompetent. The rumour culmin
ates in a situation where a new healer is searched for 
and found. In this case the lowerlevel changes bring 
about significant changes at a higher level.

For the classics of systems thinking such as that 
of Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1969) the systems view 
was essentially a general empirical theory based on 
induction: we observe that the world is composed of 
interrelated, complex entities that are only partially 
studied by specific scientific disciplines. Bertalanffy 
envisioned a future of ever more technological and 
scientific complexity, and therefore he predicted that 
the need for systems thinking ‘generalists’ would 
grow. Bertalanffy was a philosopher and a biologist, 
and the core exemplars for his systems thinking came 
from these disciplines.

Management science has made remarkable and 
readable contributions to systems thinking. In a sense 
it is easy to see why this is, since managers need to 
take into account complex systems connected to dif
ferent organizational levels – or expect to see the busi
ness go bankrupt. Peter Checkland (1999) integrated 
human actors into complex systems and emphasized 
the role of rulefollowing yet innovative agents in the 
creation, sustenance and modification of systems. His 
so called ‘Soft Systems Methodology’ is a set of blue
prints by means of which different actors can under
stand, create and control systemic structures.

Futures research, on the other hand, has produced 
similar, agentcentred constructs. Creating a desir
able future and avoiding undesirable ones requires 
that actors participate consciously in the creation 
and control of systems (Slaughter 2012). Peter Senge 
managed to present and articulate systems thinking 
in his The Fifth Discipline (1990). Simple examples 
of beer markets and handdrawn illustrations pro
vide the reader with an understanding of systems 
mechan isms such as reinforcing feedback, balancing 
process and delay. Senge’s writings have attracted fol
lowers from various fields of research and develop
ment: technology, education science, nursing, archi
tecture, and humanities (see also Hämäläinen and 
Saarinen 2007, 2008).

Ervin Laszlo (1996) is another pioneer of systems 
thinking who envisioned a world where not only sci
entists share the systems view of the world, but other 
cultural actors as well: religions should celebrate the 
evolutionary selfcreation of the universe, and recog
nize that ‘the selfcreating universe is our larger self 
– our primary sacred community’ (Laszlo 1996: 90).

Science and systems thinking
The scientific enterprise can be seen as the latest and 
perhaps the most powerful tool in understanding the 
world, and its success is based on the fundamental 
assumption that the world as we perceive it should 
be distinguished from and explained by the real
ity behind the appearances. The search for systems 
characterizes the scientific enterprise, as Nicholas 
Rescher writes:

The emergence of lawful order in a world of 
chance and chaos is a natural and rationally 
tractable phenomenon. Throughout the sci
ences … there is emerging a common recogni
tion that a universe of chance and chaos is not 
unruly (anarchic) but merely complex, exhibit
ing through its natural operation the emergence 
of higherorder lawfulness. (Rescher 1998: 206)

The search for systems in the scientific enter
prise has been crystallized in mathematical physics, 
where the formulae are used to describe the lawful 
functioning of the material universe. In biology, the 
same driving force was illustrated in the Biomorph 
programme that accompanied Richard Dawkins’ 
book The Blind Watchmaker (1987): in the Biomorph 
programme, one could generate complex patterns 
starting from simple constituent and rules. Biological 
complexity stems from algorithmic mechanisms, 
simple elements and rules (Dennett 1995). An early 
precursor of the Biomorph was John Conway’s Game 
of Life (1970), in which simple rules generated com
plex patterns that appeared to compete with each 
other for spatial resources. Stephen Wolfram’s New 
Kind of Science (2002) presented a general theory of 
cellular automata where complex patterns could be 
generated from simple algorithms. Also the projects 
of AlbertLaszlo Barabasi (2003) and John Holland 
(1995) have searched for the algorithmic systems 
behind the appearance of complexity. 
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Emergence and spirituality
The emergence of complexity and novelty is central 
in systems ontology, and the formation of a corre
sponding type of consciousness, able to grasp higher
level entities, is a feature in systems thinking. The 
prac titioners of different spiritualities and scientists 
investigating the systems of the world thus share some 
common tools of systems thinking. Yet there are cer
tain differences: spiritualities using the resources of 
religious traditions are typically committed to ideal
istic ontology as well as to common sense methodol
ogies, whereas science commits itself to materialistic 
ontology and rigorous testing of hypotheses. Another 
putative difference has been that religionbased spir
itualities are dealing with aweinspiring, inexhaust
ible wholes, whereas science tends to be more tedious 
than inspiring. 

Scholars working on emergence, especially bio
logical systems, have come to change this. Stuart 
Kauffman claims that the material, systemstructured 
world filled with emergent properties, is the new 
sacred, the proper object of our spiritual aspirations:

In this view, much of what we have sought from 
a supernatural God is the natural behavior of the 
emergent creativity in the universe. If one image 
can suffice, think that all has happened for 3.8 
billion years on our planet, to the best of our 
knowledge, is that the sun has shed light upon 
the Earth, and some other sources of free energy 
have been available, and all that live around you 
has come into existence, all on its own. I find 
it impossible to realize this and not be stunned 
with reverence. (Kauffman 2008: 282)

A similar point has been made by Edward O. 
Wilson, when he tries to explain the immense value 
of biodiversity to a fictional Pastor, a literal believer 
of Holy Scriptures:

Do you agree, Pastor, that the depth and the 
complexity of living Nature still exceed human 
imagination? If God seems unknowable, so too 
does most of the biosphere. Biologists never 
cease to stress how little we understand of the 
living world around us. (Wilson 2006: 15)

The complexity of the real world generates novelty, 
the emergence of things that were not there before. 
For many scholars and scienceminded lay people, 

this provides enough material for awe, reverence and 
sacredness. The emergent properties of human beings 
and social systems are also stunning as they provide a 
basis for talking about higher levels of consciousness 
as natural phenomena. Thus spirituality as a type of 
postformal consciousness that embraces wisdom as 
one of its assets can also be seen in naturalistic terms, 
as an emergent feature of human beings.

Ken Wilber and systems thinking
The American philosopher Ken Wilber (b. 1949) is 
a perfect example of what it means to move beyond 
New Age. Wilber started with crosscultural transper
sonal psychology and moved into world philosophy. 
He has been inspired by developmental psychology, 
Eastern and Western varieties of psychological devel
opment, Indian philosophers like Sri Aurobindo 
Ghose, Western philosophers like Plotinus or Hegel, 
studies in comparative religion and world philoso
phy, and has contributed to the respective fields 
as well. Wilber has been characterized as a multi
talented  theorist in transpersonal psychology and 
world philosophy, a critic of postmodern culture, a 
perennialist, a Western pandit or ‘spiritual intellec
tual’, and a mystic, who has experienced alternative 
states of consciousness (Visser 2003: 40–2).

Wilber is a ‘perennialist’ in a very special sense, 
namely that he aims at identifying not only perennial 
philosophy (a common worldview core of different 
traditions), but also perennial psychology, namely 
the shared crosscultural models of the human mind. 
Wilber is a systemsbuilder aiming at a holistic or 
integral view of world, a spiritual view that honours 
different cultural traditions and their aspirations in 
providing an overall understanding of how oneself is 
situated in the world. Taking Wilber’s basic aim into 
account, it is understandable that systems thinking 
pervades his work (Combs 2009). 

In what follows we will discuss Wilber’s contribu
tion to the discussion of how systems thinking and 
spirituality are related. We will not go into a critical 
assessment of Wilber’s thinking, but will rather iden
tify and highlight some interesting openings in his 
writings. The dual nature of criticism directed against 
Wilber’s writings is interesting, though. Others have 
proposed that Wilber’s writings do not line up with 
scientific or philosophical traditions (Meyerhoff 
2010). And they are right. Others have claimed that 
Wilber does not acknowledge frankly enough his 



9Approaching Religion • Vol. 5, No. 2 • November 2015 

C
C

-BY-SA
-4.0, W

ikim
edia C

om
m

ons
debt to particular religious traditions, Theosophy or 
Buddhism (Visser 2003, Ferrer in this volume). And 
they are right, too. But we will proceed with systems 
thinking and spirituality.

Indeed, systems thinking is one of the constant 
features in Wilber’s writings. In his first book The 
Spectrum of Consciousness (1977) he had already con
structed human consciousness as a system where dif
ferent levels emerge as their constituents come into 
place. Developmental processes such as maturing, 
the construction of identity, or attaining wisdom, are 
examples of emergence, in which novel properties 
act back upon the constituent system and change the 
system of consciousness. Wilber’s particular contribu
tion was to combine perspectives from different psy
chological and philosophical models, and show how 
the models of development of Western psychology 
and Eastern religionbased psychologies complement 
each other and enable one to construct an integral 
model of human development that includes not only 
cognitive and emotional development, but also spir
itual, mystic and transpersonal experiences. Human 
psychological development is a kind of evolutionary 
process, where the emerging structures are built upon 
the earlier layers of development, and the develop
ment does not come to halt at the stage of formal 
operations, as has been taught on courses of Western 
psychology. The specific contribution of Eastern reli
gionbased psychologies is in providing an account 
of those levels of spiritual experience that transcend 
some of the categories of Western psychology. 

The systemic view of human consciousness where 
emergent properties and new levels of existence are 
generated remained Wilber’s basic model of any area 
of development, be it psychological, social or cul
tural. Accordingly, in his subsequent books such as 
The Atman Project (1980) and Up From Eden (1981) 
Wilber treated not only the psychological develop
ment of individuals, but also social evolution. There 
he followed the philosopheranthropologist Jean 
Gebser (1986) who had compared individual and 
social lines of development and had argued that 
psychological competences are tailored to, or condi
tioned by, social formations. Wilber argued that just 
as there are levels of psychological development, there 
are levels of social and cultural development. More to 
the point, Wilber argued already in his early writings 
that evolutionary progress would not come to halt in 
the culture of modernity or postmodernity , nor in 
the psychological level of formal oper ations or reflec

tive morality. Emergent evolution, both individual 
and social, would proceed beyond what we have in 
our current societies: higher forms of consciousness 
would emerge as the relevant developmental require
ments come into place: the overall mental and cul
tural evolution would not stop in the context of post
industrial consumer culture.

Wilber’s evolutionary account would need a back
ground theory, and in his major work Sex, Ecology, 
Spirituality: The Spirit of Evolution (1995) he pro
posed the theory of part/whole structures or holons 
in order to provide the foundations for his view of 
emergent evolution. Holons are entities that con
stitute part/whole hierarchies (or holarchies), and 
they can be seen as parts (that constitute wholes) or 
as wholes (that can be decomposed into parts). The 
world is made of holons, or entities that participate in 
the networks of parts and wholes. The human being, 
for example, is simultaneously a material, mental and 
social holon, composed of material parts and mental 
states, participating in social interactions and so on 
(Karlsson and Kamppinen 1995). An individual 
thought is composed of mental content and psycho
logical mode, and it participates in thinking and other 
mental or behavioural processes (cf. Minsky 1985). 

Meditation by Dimitry Gerrman, 1999. 
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The concept of the holon provided the much 
needed systems theoretical foundations for Wilber. 
In Sex, Ecology, Spirituality, Wilber also proposed his 
‘All Quadrants, All Levels’ model (the AQAL model) 
for conceptualizing different phenomena. According 
to the AQAL model, all entities, but especially human 
beings, exist in mental, material, individual and col
lective holarchies, and in order to have an integral 
model of human development, one should under
stand the four quadrants and their characteristic 
levels and lines of development. In short, Wilber’s 
systems thinking amounts to a denial of the flatland; 
the denial of a onedimensional material world order. 
It accommodates the world of systems or of holons, 
where the lower levels of reality combine and inter
connect to generate higher levels of order, higher 
entities not known at the lower levels. 

Wilber claims that his holonic view is differ
ent from what he calls standard systems thinking 
because systems thinking ignores the internal per
spective, the firstperson experience. Wilber (2006) 
dismisses even systems thinkers like Fritjof Capra 
(1997) and Ervin Laszlo (2007), claiming that their 
systems views involve forms of subtle reductionism, 
the assumption that treats all entities as material enti
ties. Both Capra and Laszlo are scienceoriented, and 
they aim at integrating different fields of knowledge 
from that perspective. In the final analysis, Wilber’s 
systems thinking is based on the assumption that 
entities are pervaded by the spirit, and hence he com
mits himself to an idealistic ontology. 

The systemic features of spirituality
In Wilber’s worldview, spirituality has two faces. 
On one hand, it resides in human beings as a 
psychologic al potentiality, as an attitude towards the 
world. On the other hand, it is in the systemic charac
ter of the world, the systemicity that makes the holis
tic attitude plausible.

On the psychological side, according to Wilber, 
spirituality shows itself in different parts of psycho
logical development. Wilber (2000a) distinguishes 
five different aspects of spirituality: 1) Spirituality 
involves the highest levels of any of the developmen
tal lines, that is, the highest cognitive cap acities, most 
developed affects and moral aspirations, the most 
evolved self and so on. 2) Spirituality is the sum total 
of the highest levels of the developmental lines. 3) 
Spirituality is itself a developmental line. 4) Spirituality 

is an attitude (such as openness or worldcentric 
love) that you can have at whatever stage you are at. 
5) Spirituality basically involves peak experiences. 
Wilber argues that all five aspects should be taken into 
account when investigating or cultivating spirituality. 
It is evident that spirituality as a human property is a 
systemic feature that emerges from mental structures 
and builds upon previous development.

Another face of spirituality that Wilber is com
mitted to is that the mental contents involved in 
spirituality posit the world as a systemic whole, as 
an interconnected supersystem that is permeated by 
what Wilber calls the Spirit. Spirituality in the psy
chological sense makes sense only if the world has 
certain systemic features. Experiencing the unity and 
interconnectedness of the world is valid only if the 
world in some sense has these properties. Spirituality 
transcends the flatland, not only in the human sub
ject, but also in the world that is experienced. And 
as we argued above, in Wilber’s thinking, this syste
micity is based on idealistic ontology, the fundamen
tal perspective according to which everything that 
is, is ultimately spirit, or form. Spirit shows itself in 
the pattern or organization of matter, when material 
entities are connected to each other.

Practice and spirituality
This far we have looked at spirituality and systems 
thinking in general and in Wilber’s thinking as they 
both postulate the interconnected levelstructure of 
the world. That is, we have looked at both of them 
from the theoretical or intellectual perspective, 
aiming at describing and understanding their mutual 
dependencies. The practical perspective is quite 
another matter, as Wilber writes:

In the East, as well as in the West, there tend to 
be two rather different approaches to spiritual
ity – that of the scholar and that of the prac
titioner. The scholar tends to be abstract, and 
studies world religions as one might study bugs 
or rocks or fossils – merely another field for the 
detached intellect. The idea of actually practic
ing a spiritual or contemplative discipline rarely 
seems to dawn on the scholar. (Wilber 1989: 
xiii)

In several places, Wilber argues that the possible 
benefits of spiritual practices like those of meditation 
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can be rigorously studied by means of experimenting 
with the practice.

This is in line with Wilber’s overall integral 
approach. Since, according to the integral model, eve
rything is a tetraemergent holon, everything must 
then be understood from the inside out and outside 
in. It is not sufficient to view spirituality exclusively 
from the objective, third person perspective; it must 
also be experienced from the first person perspec
tive, at least to a degree, in order to gain integral 
understanding of the subject. An integral approach 
to spiritual practice requires, then, both theoretical 
comprehension and practical experience. Systems 
thinking as a framework for spirituality requires a 
methodology, a way, a meta hodos, by which we arrive 
at certain vistas (Wilber 2001a, 2007b).

Wilber offers a concept to clarify this. In what he 
calls the ‘OneTwoThree of Spirit’, he argues how 
Spirit can be understood through three different 
perspectives (Wilber 2007a: 159–61). These perspec
tives correlate with the Big Three, as explained in, for 
example, Sex, Ecology, Spirituality. 

The Big Three (or ‘123 of God’) is Wilber’s 
attempt to conceptualize the different approaches to 
spiritual experience, practice and typology. The first 
person perspective on spiritual practice might take the 
form of meditation; a second person perspective may 
be contemplative prayer; third person perspective 
may be a form of pantheism or, even, deep systemic  
thinking, as exemplified in Kauffman (2008). What 

is common to all three practice perspectives is that 
they all are enacted upon, and made into emergent 
realities of being, by following a certain set of injunc
tions. Hence, ‘Spirit practised as’.

Wilber also views certain spiritual methodologies 
as spiritual sciences, if science is taken to mean the 
three strands of knowledge accumulation. What is 
common to these traditions of knowledge accumula
tion is that they involve 1) instrumental injunction, 
2) intuitive apprehension, and 3) communal affirm
ation. If so, then the purer schools of certain spiritual 
paths such as Zen, Gnostic Christianity or Sufism, 
can be called scientific as they follow the basic struc
ture of scientific inquiry. (Wilber 2001b: 40–58)

Practice can be seen as a firstperson experience 
of what is postulated from the thirdperson perspec
tive as the emergent nature of an interconnected sys
tems view. It is an attempt to gain phenomenological 
experience, by a certain method, of what is compre
hended by the abstract intellect. It is an experiment 
for which conceptual thinking creates the framework, 
which is then, in a sense, filled out by the practition
er’s firstperson phenomena, the gradual modifica
tion or evolution of which are regulated by the par
ticular method or lineage used for the practice (i.e., 
Zen Buddhist zazen; Gurdjieff ’s Work; Vajrayana 
Buddhist visualisation techniques; sufist zikr; etc.). 
This filling out of the contents of consciousness by 
the means of spiritual practice forms the essential 
core of practical, experiential spirituality.

Further, Wilber offers classification schemes and 
practical injunctions for the various levels and types 
of spiritual experience. The big three of spiritual 
practices (fig.) is firstly; the WilberCombs Lattice – 
with the ambitious goal of classifying every possible 
spiritual experience by using the worldview level/
altitude as the Yaxis, and  (secondly) the depth of the 
experience as the Xaxis (Combs 2009: 101); the con
cept of religion as a conveyor belt is the third (Wilber 
2007a: 193). We will briefly look into the idea of the 
conveyor belt, on which Wilber writes: 

This is perhaps the most important role for 
religion in the modern and postmodern world, 
acting as a sacred conveyor belt for humanity. 
… [W]hile honoring the myths, one must move 
from myth to reason to transreason in order to 
plumb the depths of spiritual realities. That is, 
one must allow the line of spiritual intelligence 
to continue its growth from amber [Piaget’s 

The Big Three of Spiritual Practice (adapted from Wilber 
2006).
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concreteoperational; Fowler’s Synthetic
Conventional; Ethnocentric] into higher levels 
… Honoring, cherishing, and celebrating the 
myths, definitely; elevating them to absolute 
reality, definitely not. (Wilber 2007a: 193)

Here we should catch our breath and recapitulate. 
What Wilber is suggesting is that religions can be lib
erated from the burden of being closed containers for 
mythologies no longer relevant for the modern and 
postmodern and postpostmodern age; but rather 
opened up from both sides to allow a metaphorical 
conveyor belt, containing all levels of spirituality, 
to traverse through them. Religions provide means 
for transcending the flatland. This conveyor belt 
allows both the mythological and the rational; both 
the magical and the transrational; both the archaic 
and the mystical elements of religion to exist and 
find their proper places in the human conscious
ness. Suggesting that both science and religion have a 
fixation on the mythic level of spiritual development, 
Wilber argues for a framework that allows a more 
spacious view of the role of science and spirituality 
in the modern and postmodern world. One of the 
marks of this framework is seeing religion as the con
veyor belt that has the unique ability to carry spiritual 
development forward. 

Seeing religion as an evolutionary force, a con
veyor belt, instead of a closed system, helps us to 

approach religion in a positive light – a light that is, 
if we may add, quite useful in these dark times where 
regressive fundamentalism and liberal freedom of 
speech have collided in destructive ways. This light 
is further reflected, for example, in philosopher Steve 
McIntosh’s (2015) nuanced argument on fostering 
evolution in Islamic culture, an issue rarely tackled in 
mainstream comparative religion due to its norma
tive overtones, but also an issue that can be concep
tualized by means of Wilberian tools.

Conclusion
Ken Wilber provides a challenge for the study of con
temporary spiritualities and comparative religion: 
on one hand, his work is a legitimate object of study, 
since he frames and facilitates a worldview where 
spirituality is central. He has adopted influences 
from various sources such as Western developmental 
psychology and philosophy, Eastern psychology and 
philosophy, mysticism and New Age movements. On 
the other hand, he has contributed not only to devel
opmental psychology, but to world philosophy and 
comparative religion as well. Thus his project is both 
the subject and the object of comparative religion, 
resembling the project of Huston Smith, a scholar 
in comparative religion, who concluded in his study 
Forgotten Truth (Smith 1976) that the prescientific, 
primordial traditions shared a spiritual worldview 
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that has been dismissed in the flatland of modernity, 
and that thinning of the world has generated a one
dimensional, materialistic world.

Evolutionary systems thinking is another double
sided issue: most scholars agree that the physical and 
the biological levels of reality undergo evolutionary 
changes, where complexity is increased and new phe
nomena emerge from lower levels. Wilber has argued 
that emergent evolution, both individual and social, 
would proceed beyond what we have in our cur
rent societies: higher forms of consciousness would 
emerge as the developmental requirements come 
into place, and overall mental and cultural evolution 
would not stop in postindustrial consumer culture. 
Different forms of spirituality as projects for tran
scending the flatland of onedimensional material
ity provide ample materials for future research in the 
field of comparative religion. 
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Series Editors’ Preface

This is a new book series for a new field of inquiry: Animal Ethics.
In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the ethics of our 

treatment of animals. Philosophers have led the way, and now a range 
of other scholars have followed from historians to social scientists. From 
being a marginal issue, animals have become an emerging issue in ethics 
and in multidisciplinary inquiry.

In addition, a rethink of the status of animals has been fuelled by a 
range of scientific investigations which have revealed the complexity of 
animal sentiency, cognition and awareness. The ethical implications of 
this new knowledge have yet to be properly evaluated, but it is becom-
ing clear that the old view that animals are mere things, tools, machines 
or commodities cannot be sustained ethically.

But it is not only philosophy and science that are putting animals 
on the agenda. Increasingly, in Europe and the United States, animals 
are becoming a political issue as political parties vie for the “green” and 
“animal” vote. In turn, political scientists are beginning to look again at 
the history of political thought in relation to animals, and historians are 
beginning to revisit the political history of animal protection.
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As animals grow as an issue of importance, so there have been more 
collaborative academic ventures leading to conference volumes, special 
journal issues, indeed new academic animal journals as well. Moreover, 
we have witnessed the growth of academic courses, as well as univer-
sity posts, in Animal Ethics, Animal Welfare, Animal Rights, Animal 
Law, Animals and Philosophy, Human–Animal Studies, Critical Animal 
Studies, Animals and Society, Animals in Literature, Animals and 
Religion—tangible signs that a new academic discipline is emerging.

“Animal Ethics” is the new term for the academic exploration of the 
moral status of the non-human—an exploration that explicitly involves 
a focus on what we owe animals morally, and which also helps us to 
understand the influences—social, legal, cultural, religious and politi-
cal—that legitimate animal abuse. This series explores the challenges 
that Animal Ethics poses, both conceptually and practically, to tradi-
tional understandings of human–animal relations.

The series is needed for three reasons: (i) to provide the texts that 
will service the new university courses on animals; (ii) to support the 
increasing number of students studying and academics researching in 
animal related fields, and (iii) because there is currently no book series 
that is a focus for multidisciplinary research in the field.

Specifically, the series will

• provide a range of key introductory and advanced texts that map out 
ethical positions on animals;

• publish pioneering work written by new, as well as accomplished, 
scholars, and

• produce texts from a variety of disciplines that are multidisciplinary 
in character or have multidisciplinary relevance.

The new Palgrave Macmillan Series on Animal Ethics is the result 
of a unique partnership between Palgrave Macmillan and the Ferrater 
Mora Oxford Centre for Animal Ethics. The series is an integral part 
of the mission of the Centre to put animals on the intellectual agenda 
by facilitating academic research and publication. The series is also a 
natural complement to one of the Centre’s other major projects, the 
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Journal of Animal Ethics. The Centre is an independent “think tank” for 
the advancement of progressive thought about animals, and is the first 
Centre of its kind in the world. It aims to demonstrate rigorous intel-
lectual enquiry and the highest standards of scholarship. It strives to be 
a world-class centre of academic excellence in its field.

We invite academics to visit the Centre’s website www.oxfordanimal-
ethics.com and to contact us with new book proposals for the series.

General Editors

Andrew Linzey
Priscilla N. Cohn

http://www.oxfordanimalethics.com
http://www.oxfordanimalethics.com
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Abstract

This book provides an introduction to the social history of the anti- 
vivisection movement in Britain from its nineteenth-century beginnings 
until the 1960s. Its focus is on the ethical principles that inspired the 
movement and the sociopolitical background that explains its rise and 
fall. Opposition to vivisection began when medical practitioners com-
plained it was contrary to the compassionate ethos of their profession. 
Christian anti-cruelty organizations took up the cause out of concern 
that callousness among the professional classes would have a demoral-
izing effect on the rest of society. As the nineteenth century drew to a 
close, the influence of transcendentalism, Eastern religions and the spir-
itual revival led new age social reformers to champion a more holistic 
approach to science, and dismiss reliance on vivisection as a materialis-
tic oversimplification. In response, scientists claimed it was necessary to 
remain objective and unemotional in order to perform the experiments 
necessary for medical progress.



In Britain, the great majority of vivisection—I use the term not just in 
its literal sense of cutting up living animals but in the broader one of 
 experimenting on them to the extent that they suffer and perhaps die—
has been performed in the name of medicine.1 It is of historical interest, 
therefore, that, in the mid-nineteenth century, when vivisection was intro-
duced into British laboratories and medical schools from the Continent, 
much of the opposition to it came from doctors. Their motives in resisting 
it were complex, but can be boiled down to a conviction that vivisection 
was not something that a doctor ought to do.

Inspired by their example, this account of the history of the British 
anti-vivisection movement from its beginnings until the 1960s will 
focus on the character, or virtue, of the experimenter. This is not being 
done for the sake of finding a novel perspective on a topic that has been 
fairly well studied, but because I believe the virtue-centred approach 
was one of the nineteenth century’s most significant contributions 
to the debate, and that it might profitably be revisited by present day 
 animal ethicists. It may be no coincidence that the massive increase in 
animal experimentation in the twentieth century coincided with the 
rise of  utilitarianism in medical ethics. As medical scientists assumed 
greater ethical autonomy, their emphasis was on results, eschewing 

1
Introduction
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conventional virtues on the one hand, and sentiment and feeling on the 
other, with dire consequences for laboratory animals.2

In writing a book for a series on animal ethics, I am labouring under 
a disadvantage in not being an ethicist. Most doctors are in the same 
position, and in the past 20 years or so a cadre of professional medical 
ethicists has arisen to guide our thinking. This has not been unprob-
lematic, since few are trained in medicine and almost none practice it. 
While clinicians have benefited from the input of academic ethicists, 
some of their contributions have proved controversial, and occasionally 
shocking, such as the recent paper in a leading British journal of eth-
ics that seemed, certainly to the readers who contacted the journal to 
complain, to be advocating infanticide. Its perspective was, needless to 
say, utilitarian.3 The resulting outcry apparently surprised some mem-
bers of the academic community, especially since, as the journal’s edi-
tor observed, arguments in favour of infanticide had previously been 
put forward by ‘the most eminent philosophers and bioethicists in the 
world…’.4 Of course, it is not to be supposed that these luminaries 
would be anything other than horrified if their theorising actually led to 
children being killed, but the furore does reveal the gulf between ethi-
cal theory and practice, and, since the latter is influenced by the former, 
serves as a reminder that how ethics is taught matters. Bioethics as cur-
rently taught in British medical schools is unlikely to stress the impor-
tance of the physician’s humane character5: as anyone who works in a 
teaching hospital will know, medical students and junior doctors are 
trained to seek the greatest benefit for the largest number; and to their 
utilitarian hammer, everything looks like a nail.

The physician’s ethical grounding, or lack thereof, is important to the 
history of vivisection because, since the nineteenth century, by far its 
commonest defence has been that it saves human lives. It was on this 
basis that, in 1941, an English court made the landmark ruling that anti-
vivisection was no longer to be considered a charitable cause because, as 
experiments on animals had been shown to be of benefit to humankind, 
anti-vivisectionists would be harming their fellow humans by banning 
them. This utilitarian judgement assumed that medics were justified in 
performing such experiments as were necessary to alleviate human suf-
fering. Apart from a few conscientious objectors, most  people working 
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in British biomedicine today subscribe to this view, and will say, if asked, 
that they dislike experiments on animals, and hope alternatives will be 
found in time, but are currently obliged to accept them as the only way 
to develop life-saving treatments. Of course, since the publication of 
Peter Singer’s influential Animal Liberation (1975), the interests of ani-
mals are less likely to be omitted from the utilitarian  calculus, but few 
if any experimenters value animal lives on a level with human ones. 
Singer’s own commitment to their interests did not extend to calling for 
the abolition of vivisection, and the balanced position he expressed in 
1980 is very close to the view of the medical research community today:

The knowledge gained from some experiments on animals does save lives 
and reduce suffering. Hence, the benefits of animal experimentation 
exceed the benefits of eating animals and the former stands a better chance 
of being justifiable than the latter; but this applies only when an experi-
ment on an animal fulfils strict conditions relating to the significance of 
the knowledge to be gained, the unavailability of alternative techniques 
not involving animals, and the care taken to avoid pain. Under these con-
ditions the death of an animal in an experiment can be defended.6

There is very little in this book on the subject of animal rights, since 
while the concept has a long history, going back at least as far as 
Thomas Tryon (1634–1703),7 and while parallels between the rights of 
man and the rights of animals helped put animal welfare on the politi-
cal agenda at the end of the eighteenth century, rights-based arguments 
were seldom used by the anti-vivisection movement before the 1970s. 
It was only after the publication of the Oxford philosophers’ collec-
tion of essays, Animals, Men and Morals in 1971, followed by Animal 
Liberation (in which Singer himself does not take a rights-based posi-
tion), that the anti-cruelty movement regrouped under the banner of 
‘animal rights’, and began to appeal primarily ‘to reason rather than 
to emotion or sentiment’, a significant departure from what had gone 
before.8 Rights-based arguments have certainly caught the public imagi-
nation, to the extent that non-specialist publications typically refer 
to anti- vivisectionists as ‘animal rights activists’ as though the two are 
 synonymous, with the result that the principles on which the movement 
was founded are prone to be overlooked.
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As Andrew Linzey has written, an idea that has generated as much 
scholarly activity as animal rights cannot be unimportant, but merely 
respecting any rights that animals are deemed to have falls far short of 
the ideal of treating them humanely, an ideal that was at the heart of 
the original anti-vivisection movement.9 This history will explore the 
ethical arguments that sustained that movement from its beginning and 
throughout its heyday: namely, that it is socially irresponsible to permit 
cruelty, that Christianity, and other faiths, require animals to be treated 
as more than means to an end, and that a balanced, holistic approach 
to medicine must draw on emotional and spiritual insights as well as on 
the results of experiment.

It is possible that some will turn to this book for an answer to the 
question of whether animal experimentation has in fact resulted in 
significant medical advances. In this, as in other aspects of the debate, 
the propaganda has been extreme: supporters of vivisection have laid 
claim to almost every major medical advance of the twentieth century, 
while their opponents argue that nothing useful has been learned. The 
truth lies in between, though it is difficult to say precisely where, as just 
because a particular advance was made through vivisection does not 
mean that it could only have been thus made. Since vivisection has been 
normative, or even compulsory, in laboratories for over a century, it has 
necessarily played a part in most of the important discoveries made dur-
ing that time, but whether they would have been made without it is as 
difficult to answer as any question in hypothetical history, and I shall 
not attempt to do so here. It is notable that historically, while the claim 
that vivisection has resulted in key advances in medicine has been a crit-
ical one for its supporters, for many anti-vivisectionists it was irrelevant, 
since the issue for them was whether vivisection benefited society as a 
whole, the answer to which depended on a sophisticated socio-political 
value judgement of what makes for a good society.

So prominent was the culture of the laboratory in the late-nineteenth 
century that trials on ‘suffering human beings’ were dismissed by the 
British Medical Journal (BMJ) as inferior to experiments on animals.10 
Like human dissection half a century earlier, vivisection was controlled 
by legislation, restricted to professionals, confined to licensed premises, 
and performed out of the public gaze, and though its practitioners were 
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disliked and sometimes feared by the public, they were also admired for 
their fortitude and commitment to the pursuit of science. If medical 
progress required experiments on animals, then the scientist’s cool indif-
ference to vivisecting them signified dedication and self-mastery rather 
than callousness or cruelty. By the early-twentieth century, vivisection 
had come to be seen as an indispensable weapon in medicine’s unending 
‘fight’ against disease: to be pro-vivisection was to be for science, pro-
gress, and the relief of human suffering, while anti-vivisectionists were 
enemies of science, whose sentimentality and squeamishness were obsta-
cles to be overcome.

To understand the motives of anti-vivisectionists, one must first 
appreciate the fundamental differences over the nature and goals of 
 science that lay (and perhaps still lie) at the heart of the debate. I have 
laid particular emphasis on the thesis that vivisection was the expression 
of a particular view of science—objective, dispassionate,  materialistic—
which has now become so familiar it is largely taken for granted, but 
which was contentious in its time. Anti-vivisectionists also regarded 
themselves as scientific—they tried to test their position through 
experiments such as anti-vivisection hospitals—but their idea of what 
constituted scientific sources extended beyond results acquired in the 
clinic and laboratory to encompass less palpable forms of knowledge.  
To them, a scientist’s duty was not simply to investigate physical 
 phenomena but to seek a deeper appreciation of their significance and, 
by paying attention to ethical and social considerations, to increase the 
sum of human wellbeing.

The spiritual revival, and ‘new age’ utopianism, deeply influenced 
the anti-vivisection movement. While the most important motives for 
early anti-vivisectionists were probably their commitment to Christian 
values and personal virtue, it is striking how many later ones were the-
osophists, vegetarians, pacifists, and members of various socio- religious 
orders, unions and groups. For these reformers, vivisection was unsci-
entific because it treated animals as mere matter and ignored the spir-
itual, aesthetic and moral aspects of life that, though  intangible, had 
to be heeded if humankind’s harmony with nature was to be restored. 
The idea that the vivisectionists’ mask of objectivity hid their inability 
to understand the real consequences of their actions, or even accept 
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their own feelings, persisted in animal welfare writing until at least 
the  late-twentieth century, when Air Chief Marshal Lord Dowding  
(1882–1970) dismissed them as ‘so-called scientists’.11

As fascinating and revealing as the history of vivisection and its 
opponents can (I hope) be, the writings on both sides are voluminous, 
repetitive, and, for the modern reader, wearisome to plough through. 
There quite possibly never was a contest in which the disputants failed 
so comprehensively to grasp one another’s point of view. John Simon, 
speaking at the International Medical Congress in London in 1881, 
summed it up thus:

Our own [i.e. the experimenters’] verb of life is εργαζεσθαι [to work], not 
αισθανεσθαι [to perceive]. We have to think of usefulness to man. And to 
us, according to our standard of right and wrong, perhaps those lackadaisical 
aesthetics [of anti-vivisectionists] may seem but a feeble form of sensuality.

Of course, not even Mr Simon could entirely numb himself to 
 suffering: he went on to say, without irony, that he found vivisection 
 ‘painful’.12 For all their talk of objectivity, many experimenters found 
themselves in a similar position: according to Rob Boddice, Victorian 
physiologists used anaesthetics to spare their own sensibilities, rather 
than out of consideration for the animals.13 Fearful of a public  outcry, 
the pioneers of animal experimentation imagined potential anti- 
vivisectionists around every corner, though, as with most other moral 
issues then and since, the majority of people remained stubbornly indif-
ferent. It took histrionics to break through their complacency, and 
both sides obliged. Rather than repeat these recurring diatribes in every 
 chapter, it will suffice to summarise them here.

Vivisectionists, according to their critics, were cruel, sadistic, and 
even diabolical in their wickedness. There are, of course, no facts to 
support this; in reading many accounts, I have found nothing to sug-
gest that any British vivisectionist derived perverse pleasure from his 
work.14 So far as one can tell, all thought they were doing something 
that needed to be done, and many genuinely disliked doing it. As for 
the accusations that they were cold, heartless and indifferent, this they 
did not dispute, though they wrote cool, objective and scientific instead. 
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For them, the whole point of the scientific method was that one was 
supposed to be dispassionate.

In turn, experimentalists dismissed anti-vivisectionists as soft, senti-
mental, and womanish, accusing them of valuing other animals above 
their own species and hampering life-saving research because they were 
too weak to stomach the necessary experiments. They knew, in their 
hearts, that medical science must progress, but were too cowardly, or 
hypocritical, to help: no wonder some were also pacifists. Personally,  
I would consider most of the comments directed at anti-vivisectionists 
quite flattering if applied to me, and reassuring if applied to the doctor 
about to treat me. Some anti-vivisectionists acknowledged the same, but 
the culture of masculinity was strong in medicine and this, along with 
the high importance accorded to laboratory work, explains the otherwise 
surprising fact that many members of this quintessentially caring profes-
sion were driven to regard sentimentality as a weakness of  character.

In Chap. 2, I suggest that the vivisection debate in the early- 
nineteenth century was more about virtue than utility, and that much 
of the opposition to vivisection in Britain came from medical men 
who felt it would bring their profession into disrepute by linking them 
with cruelty. In contrast to more recent debates, the question of what 
results vivisection was expected to yield was less important than whether 
a virtuous person ought to do it. This concern about the vivisector’s 
 character was particularly germane to doctors, upon whom there rested 
a professional obligation to behave with compassion. For the anti- 
vivisection movement, the spectre of ‘human vivisection’, their alarmist 
term for experimentation on hospital patients, proved a good recruit-
ing sergeant, since the poor could be convinced that doctors who vivi-
sected animals might well regard the sufferings of their charity patients 
with similar indifference. The medical profession’s defence was that any 
‘inhumanity’ on the part of doctors who experimented was not a failing 
of character but a deliberately cultivated cold-bloodedness, which was, 
as John Hunter famously put it, ‘necessary’.15

Chapter 3 considers the importance of the theological and metaphysi-
cal status of animals for the anti-vivisection movement, particularly the 
question, now somewhat neglected but frequently raised in the nineteenth 
century, of whether animals have souls. Changes in praxis in Victorian 
Britain indicate that popular faith moved ahead of ‘official’ theology, as 
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people mourned the deaths of animals and speculated on the possibility 
that humans and non-humans might share a common afterlife. It would 
be almost a century before most Christian denominations would seriously 
address this and other issues related to animals, and though many ani-
mal welfare projects were initiated with Christian intent, no mainstream 
church had much to say about the subject, and some defended vivisection.

A perception of greater spiritual kinship between humans and 
animals arose, I suggest, through the influence of a variety of non-
Christian sources, including classical paganism, esoteric philosophy, 
transcendentalism, and Western interpretations of so-called ‘Eastern’ 
religions, the same influences that, channelled through the utopian 
‘new age’ organisations that sprang up around the turn of the nine-
teenth  century, would eventually inspire the environmental movement. 
The connection between what I shall call ‘new age’ thinking and anti- 
vivisection stemmed from a shared rejection of the agenda of scientific 
materialism in favour of a holistic worldview, in which intuition and 
feeling were as important as observation and experiment.

Chapter 4 looks at the ‘new age’ programme through the work of Josiah 
Oldfield, the founder and medical director of Britain’s first vegetarian 
and anti-vivisection hospitals, and secretary of the Order of the Golden 
Age—a Christian organisation committed, amongst other things, to health 
reform and pacifism. Oldfield was a campaigner for fruitarianism and anti-
vivisection, and his career provides a case study of how medical opposi-
tion to cruelty was linked to aspirations for social and spiritual reform. 
His anti-vivisection hospital, a converted South London town house with 
only eleven beds was, as its critics eagerly noted, not intended solely for 
the benefit of its patients. Indeed, there were more vice-presidents  than 
patients, the object being to attract sufficient public support to prove that 
an  anti-vivisection hospital was a financially viable venture.

Chapter 5 surveys the work of the National Anti-Vivisection 
Hospital, which opened in 1903 and continued Oldfield’s project on 
a larger scale, challenging the state-sponsored ‘vivisecting’ hospitals 
and acting as a showcase for compassionate medicine. While it is likely 
that no animals were directly saved by the hospital’s existence, it did 
spare the anxieties of the local poor, who feared hospitals that permit-
ted vivisection would not scruple to experiment on their patients. As a 
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propaganda exercise it was a victim of its own success: advertised as the 
only hospital to which anti-vivisectionists were able to donate with a 
clear conscience, it was seen as a threat to the funding of other volun-
tary hospitals, and the King’s Fund, Research Defence Society and oth-
ers instigated a financial boycott that forced it to close.

Chapter 6 looks more closely at the vivisectionists’ response, particu-
larly as mediated through the work of the Research Defence Society. 
Founded in the early-twentieth century by a group of physiologists 
who advised the government on granting vivisection licenses under 
the 1876 Cruelty to Animals Act, it had far fewer members, and less 
funds, than any of the main anti-vivisection groups, but managed to 
exert disproportionate influence. Through astute political manoeuvring 
it blocked anti-cruelty legislation in parliament, curtailed advertising 
by anti- vivisection societies, and arranged for their charitable status to 
be revoked. Anti-vivisectionists complained that shadowy vested inter-
ests were conspiring against them, but it was their own links with fas-
cist groups and their opposition to wartime research and vaccination 
 programs that cost them sympathy and led the government and public 
to see their activities as unpatriotic and even treasonable.

Chapter 7—After the Second World War, anti-vivisection languished 
as other untarnished social causes competed for money and support. 
This was the era of the National Health Service, and government con-
trol of medicine was also extended to drug testing. Lethal dose testing in 
particular led to a large increase in the number of animals used, mostly 
as part of standard drug testing protocols, which left experimenters no 
longer personally responsible for deciding what procedures they carried 
out. The deaths of animals specifically bred for the laboratory, in experi-
ments reported only through the publication of official statistics, lacked 
the emotive impact of the public vivisections of companion animals 
that had given the anti-vivisection movement its early impetus. While 
most of the suffering was now hidden, a few  well-publicised animal 
experiments in high tech contexts, such as the field of space exploration, 
 accustomed the public to equate them with prosperity and progress.

While I have tried to include in this book all the major events in the 
history of anti-vivisection in Britain from the nineteenth century until 
the 1960s, I have favoured some aspects that are less well covered in 
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the classic studies by John Vyvyan, Richard French, and Nicolaas Rupke  
(to which the reader may wish to refer), and have focussed on the 
underlying ethical concepts and social trends at the expense of pro-
viding detailed histories of the major anti-vivisection groups and 
their leaders, as these are, happily, becoming quite well known.16 
I have not described vivisection experiments in detail, because it 
is not my intention to write a scientific history of vivisection, nor 
to turn the reader’s stomach. Vyvyan’s work has been a particu-
lar inspiration, and I have followed his lead in that, while striv-
ing to be accurate and to do justice to the arguments on both 
sides, I have not pretended to be dispassionate about the events  
l describe. Indeed, it would be wilfully obtuse to write so much about 
the virtues of sympathy and compassion and then affect indifference to 
the infliction of so much suffering over so many years.

Notes
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 14. As there were apparently no female vivisectionists in nineteenth-century 
Britain, I have employed the male pronoun, as to do otherwise would 
be to accord women a false equality as ahistorical as it is unflattering.
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The history of vivisection is inseparable from that of medical science. 
Without animal experimentation, the course of medicine would have 
been radically different (one can admit as much without making any 
presumption about the validity of animal models). Since the nineteenth 
century, laboratory experimentation has become the gold standard of 
academic medicine, shaping not only its approach to solving problems, 
but also the moral conduct and education of doctors. To experimental-
ists, it was axiomatic that medical science must be objective, rational, 
and dispassionate: if its advancement required the infliction of pain on 
laboratory animals, then it was unprofessional, even unethical, to allow 
squeamishness or sentiment to get in the way. Thus there arose a ten-
sion in medicine between the scientific spirit of cool indifference to suf-
fering and the clinical tradition of compassion and caring. When the 
Continental fashion for vivisection first touched Britain in the 1820s, 
many doctors chose to distance themselves from it for the sake of their 
reputation, and the few who did undertake it felt the need to defend a 
choice that seemed at odds with the ethos of their profession.

Though ‘anti-vivisection’ became, in the course of the nineteenth 
century, so familiar a term of self-description that it would be obtuse 
to call organized opposition to animal experimentation by any other 
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name, its use has perhaps distorted the way that both the individuals and 
organizations involved have been understood, implying as it does protest, 
negativity and perhaps even rejection of progress—a campaign by some 
out of step luddites and radicals to halt the march of science, or to make 
a heavy-handed moral point about the abuse of power within society. It 
would, however, be no less apt to view vivisectionists as the protesters 
and their opponents as the conservative majority. There was never a time 
in Britain when there were more people active in support of vivisection 
than against it, and in the nineteenth century the antis raised petitions 
with hundreds of thousands of signatures, more than for any other cause 
of the time. A key question for the historian is why, considering the 
level of popular support and money at their disposal, anti-vivisectionists 
made so little progress in curbing, still less ending, experiments on 
animals. The remarkable success of experimentalists in winning over the 
government, legislature, and universities, and in carrying through their 
objectives in a nation of reputed animal lovers, which proved critical 
in shaping the course of medical science and ethics, also calls for an 
explanation.

During the nineteenth century, the anti-cruelty lobby went from 
being largely unaware of vivisection to passionately opposing it, 
largely due to a few high-profile incidents. By the century’s end, anti-
vivisection had become a humanitarian cause celebre, a mainstream issue 
with great public support and many societies dedicated to it, despite 
vivisection being responsible for only a tiny fraction of the vast amount 
of suffering inflicted on animals by human hands. Vivisection was 
seen as different from other forms of cruelty, such as the mistreatment 
of farm and draught animals, partly because those responsible were 
linked with the healing and academic professions, whose morality was 
supposed to be beyond reproach, and also because it had implications 
beyond animal welfare: for the way society made ethical choices, for 
how science should be conducted, and for how humans saw themselves 
in relation to the rest of creation. Because of the multiplicity of moral 
problems that vivisection raised, the anti-vivisection movement 
attracted people with all sorts of religious, political, and social principles 
to defend, and with such disparate views that, according to Vyvyan, 
anti-vivisection was often the only thing they had in common.
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Legislating Against Cruelty

The resurgence of interest in animal protection in the 1970s prompted 
historians to revisit its history, and pioneering studies such as those of 
Richard French set early-nineteenth century anxieties over cruelty to 
animals in the context of post-Revolutionary concerns about the dam-
age that a culture of violence might do to human society.1 According to 
French and to Anita Guerrini, calls for laws to protect animals were pri-
marily a form of social self-defence, requiring the government, with the 
cooperation of middle class activists, to legislate to control the violent 
impulses of an underclass who lacked the wherewithal to regulate them-
selves, and who, if permitted to acquire a taste for blood, might soon 
become ungovernable. At the other end of the spectrum of anthropo-
centric concern for mistreated animals there were radicals, particularly 
feminists and socialists, who saw animals as surrogates for disempow-
ered humans.2 If one adds to these British doctors who resented the 
introduction of novel, Continental experimental methods that chal-
lenged their tradition of observational bedside medicine, it can be seen 
that there were plenty of people calling for a ban on vivisection who 
were concerned with their own interests rather than those of animals.

Walter Bagehot famously said that one cannot make men good by 
act of parliament, but early-nineteenth century anti-cruelty legislation 
was an attempt to do just that. The sight of bloodthirsty crowds at 
cock-fights and bull-baitings was especially disturbing for an urban 
bourgeoisie still unsettled by the French Revolution. If casual cruelty 
to animals led to, or at least stoked a propensity for, violence against 
humans (a link, incidentally, that is now well established3), then its 
elimination would be in society’s interest. Parliament, however, was slow 
to act, partly because its members could not decide if blood sports were 
incitements to cruelty or safe outlets for high spirits.4

Attempts by private members to put legislation through parliament 
finally met with success in Richard Martin’s (1754–1834) Cruel and 
Improper Treatment of Cattle Act (3 George IV. c. 71), which became 
law in 1822. Martin—an Irish politician, duelist and gambler on whom 
George IV bestowed the nickname ‘Humanity Dick’—had been elected 
to the UK parliament at the time of the Act of Union, but his bill  



16     A.W.H. Bates

was of little interest to most of its members, who greeted it with 
mocking laughter.5 That there was enough support for it to be passed 
at all was mostly due to London’s changing demographic: in the 
crowded capital, the well to do could not avoid witnessing the brutal 
treatment of draught animals and livestock. Prior to Martin’s Act, it 
had been against the law to harm an animal only if it were someone 
else’s property, an offence equivalent to criminal damage, but the 
Act criminalized cruelty to one’s own ‘cattle’ (though not domestic 
animals). Since there was no funding to enforce it, the law’s effectiveness 
depended upon private citizens being willing to report acts of cruelty 
and prosecute those responsible in the magistrates’ courts.6

Voluntary associations such as the Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals (SPCA), founded in 1824, were set up to help gather 
evidence and bring prosecutions.7 Their founders hoped this would 
improve the ‘moral temper’ of the populus,8 but the legal requirement 
for an offender to have acted ‘wantonly and cruelly’ made convictions 
for cruelty rare, since any rational act, however heartless, was not 
‘wanton’ in a court of law. For example, a man who whipped a goat 
pulling a cart was found not guilty because he said he had beaten the 
animal in order ‘to make it go’.9 A far-reaching consequence of this, and 
subsequent, anti-cruelty legislation was that people focused on staying 
within the law rather than doing what was right, turning cruelty from 
a moral to a legal problem. The best that anti-cruelty societies could 
hope for was that fear of prosecution would make the urban poor, who 
they considered to be the chief offenders, take greater responsibility for 
their own actions, and thus ‘compel them to think and act like those of a 
superior class’.10

Martin’s Act did not mention vivisection, probably because he was 
unaware of it. It was a sign of their rarity in Britain that even someone 
as concerned as he about animal welfare does not seem to have known 
about experiments on animals until 1824, when the French physiologist 
François Magendie (1783–1855) gave a widely-reported demonstration 
at London’s Windmill Street anatomy school.11 The published accounts 
of Magendie’s experiment, in which he nailed a greyhound to the dis-
secting-table before cutting it open, provoked a vociferous anti-French 
outcry that marked the start of the organized anti-vivisection movement 
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in Britain.12 Thereafter, Martin spoke out against Magendie in particu-
lar and vivisection in general, but his own law was powerless to stop it 
because scientific experiments were performed in a deliberate, calculated 
manner and not ‘wantonly’, and so could not, by definition, be cruel 
under the law.13 The need to show they were compliant with anti-cru-
elty law inclined future experimenters to favour utilitarian arguments, 
because anticipated benefits to human health provided a clear, rational 
justification for their work.

Medical Opposition to Vivisection

At the time of Magendie’s arrival in England, vivisection was ‘proverbi-
ally rare’.14 It has been estimated that in the 1820s fewer than a thou-
sand experiments on animals were performed each year in the whole of 
the British Empire, and English medical men were said to have a par-
ticular ‘horror’ of them.15 At this time, the medical ‘profession’ was a 
loosely defined group with no common licensing or regulatory body, so 
there was no ‘official’ position on animal experimentation, but groups 
of practitioners, concerned that physiological experiments would give 
medicine a ‘bad name’, signed up to anti-vivisection testimonials.16

Particularly worrying for medics was the rumour that Magendie 
found experimentation pleasurable, a shocking claim, though not an 
unreasonable one, as according to a medical eyewitness who attended 
his demonstrations in Paris: ‘…he really likes his business… when loud 
screams are uttered, he sometimes laughs outright’.17 Magendie’s sup-
porters seem to have been aware of the damage that a reputation for 
callousness could do to his medical career, since they published a tes-
timonial to his kindly bedside manner, presumably aimed at reassur-
ing patients and others that his heartlessness in the laboratory did not 
extend into his clinical practice.18

In the wake of the Magendie scandal, the secretary of the SPCA 
seized the opportunity to solicit the support of prominent medical 
men for ‘a board … of the profession, to whom all proposed experi-
ments must be submitted’.19 The medical dignitaries to whom he wrote 
all declared themselves against unrestrained vivisection, and a selection 
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of their replies, calling for curbs on animal experiments, was published 
in the national press.20 The SPCA wanted a panel of distinguished doc-
tors to decide what experiments should be permitted, but to Lewis 
Gompertz (1783/1784–1861), who founded the rival Animals’ Friend 
Society (AFS) in 1833 after resigning from the SPCA, this was unaccep-
table. Gompertz, who rejected scientific ‘necessity’ as a justification for 
cruelty, and wanted the wording of Martin’s Act changed to read ‘wan-
tonly or cruelly’, had no faith in medical self-regulation. He offered a 
cash reward for evidence leading to the conviction of surgeons or medi-
cal students who ‘cut up Dumb Animals Alive’,21 though it was never 
claimed because, as Thomas Wakley (1795–1862), the outspoken edi-
tor of the medical journal the Lancet, complacently pointed out, anti-
cruelty law did not apply to medical experiments.22 In a misguided 
attempt to remedy this, the AFS campaigned for, and got, an extension 
of Martin’s law to include the domestic animals experimenters usually 
used, but this made no difference as experiments on them would still 
not be judged ‘wanton’ by a magistrate.23

The Character of the Vivisector

One London medical journal accused doctors who opposed vivisection 
of trying to ‘curry favour’ with patients, which suggests that patients 
were known to prefer doctors who were not vivisectionists.24 Some peo-
ple were afraid that the vivisectors’ real objective was to experiment on 
humans, and as charity patients were thought to be their most likely 
victims, anti-vivisection became a popular cause in poor districts of 
London.25 Paying patients had less reason to fear being used as experi-
mental material, but they tended, as patients still do, to choose their 
doctor on the basis of personal attributes such as compassion, kind-
ness and humanity rather than on purely technical ability, which made 
anti-vivisection a pragmatic position for medics in private practice to 
adopt.26

There was a longstanding, though apocryphal, tradition that 
anatomists and butchers were banned from serving on coroners’ juries 
because their trades destroyed their moral competence, and vivisection 
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was presumed to have a similar effect, especially on impressionable 
young students.27 According to the Irish physician and naturalist James 
Lawson Drummond (1783–1853), ‘little was to be expected’ of medical 
students who became habituated to vivisection, a concern echoed by the 
SPCA’s president Lord Carnarvon, who claimed that it was because they 
knew that the vivisector’s ‘feelings of compassion for suffering [could 
become] entirely obliterated’, that the majority of medics wanted it 
restricted by law.28

There is no official record of how many experiments on animals 
were performed in Britain before the 1876 Vivisection Act, but few 
were reported in medical journals (most of the experiments published 
in British journals were performed in France or Germany) and they 
do seem to have been truly rare. Concerns within the medical profes-
sion were probably instrumental in keeping them so, though the few 
British doctors who did vivisect met with less criticism in the press than 
their Continental counterparts, partly because there was an element 
of nationalism behind protests against French physiologists, but also 
because the English tended not to carry on their work in public.

Opponents of Continental style vivisection demonstrations feared 
that these open displays of cruelty by professional people would lead to 
a general moral decline.29 A well-known account by French physiologist 
Claude Bernard (1813–1878) of a Quaker who berated Magendie in his 
own laboratory provides a concise summary of public concerns:

Thou performest experiments on living animals. I come to thee to 
demand of thee by what right thou actest thus and to tell thee that thou 
must desist from these experiments, because thou hast not the right to 
cause animals to die or make them suffer, and because thou settest in this 
way a bad example and also accustomest thyself to cruelty.30

A review of the case against vivisection by the AFS in 1833 grouped 
objections to it under five headings: to inflict pain on animals was 
a moral failing, it engendered public animosity against scientists, 
encouraged cruelty towards humans, distracted charitable efforts away 
from human suffering, and offended God.31 Significantly, even this 
most committed of anti-vivisection groups relied on anthropocentric 
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arguments: the suffering experienced by animals and their rights or 
interests were of lesser importance than the effects of vivisection on the 
experimenter and on society.32

British medical practitioners in search of moral guidelines had  
no governing body to turn to and no written code of conduct to help 
them; the word ‘ethics’ was seldom mentioned in medical writing, 
and there was no specific legislation governing medical practice until 
the Medical Act of 1858. There was, however, a widely-accepted code 
of etiquette and personal morality, which, though it included some 
rules of conduct specific to doctors, such as not stealing a colleague’s 
patients, was largely that of their social group. A medical man was 
expected to be, or at least act like, a gentleman, a class whose ‘honour 
and humanity are unimpeachable’.33 For those to whom gentility did 
not come by birth or upbringing, guidebooks known as gentlemen’s 
manuals provided instruction on correct manners and behaviour: the 
proper treatment of animals was neither cruel and heartless nor overly 
emotional, since brutality on the one hand and sentimentality on the 
other fell short of gentlemanly standards.34

I have argued elsewhere that the ideal of gentlemanly medical con-
duct was, in modern terms, an expression of virtue ethics, a system first 
described in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and distinguished by its focus 
on motives and character rather than actions.35 In the eighteenth cen-
tury, in what has been termed ‘the decline of virtue’, character-based eth-
ics began to lose ground to utilitarianism and deontology, but medicine 
still retained an old-fashioned attachment to the virtues and a strong 
emphasis on the good character of its practitioners.36 For example, in the 
Fortnightly Review of (1882), the physician William Benjamin Carpenter 
(1813–1885) wrote that the morality of a pain-giving act lay not in the 
act itself (deontological ethics), nor in its result (utilitarianism), but in 
the motive for the act, a test that was also applied to vivisection.37

How patients and professionals interpreted the motives behind 
vivisection was therefore crucial in shaping their response to it. Not a 
few thought that vivisectors must be callous—like Magendie, they were 
thought to ignore, or even laugh at, animals’ screams—a particularly 
damning charge for those who treated patients.38 As long ago as 1758, 
Samuel Johnson (1709–1784) had fulminated against vivisectionists  
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in his periodical the Idler, writing that ‘[i]t is time that a universal resent-
ment should arise against these horrid operations, which tend to harden 
the heart and make the physician more dreadful than the gout or the 
stone’.39 A century later, a similar sentiment was being quoted with 
approval by the British Medical Journal: ‘Let there be no mistake about 
it: the man who habituates himself to the shedding of blood, and who is 
insensible to the sufferings of animals, is led on into the path of baseness’.40

Virtue ethics did not, however, offer a decisive argument against 
vivisection. To shun it, as the controversial and outspoken anatomist 
Robert Knox (1793–1862) did, might be taken as a sign of ‘humanity’, 
but others claimed that vivisectionists were prompted by worthy 
motives such as the desire to alleviate human suffering and to acquire 
knowledge.41 The challenge lay in deciding which personal qualities 
to favour: what Charles Darwin (1809–1882) called the ‘virtue’ of 
‘humanity to the lower animals’, or the laudable wish to advance 
medical learning.42 Virtue ethics did not offer a glib solution: the 
ideal medical character was a balanced one, and it was ‘proverbial’ that 
medics ought to be neither unduly sentimental, lest squeamishness 
made them shrink from their work in order to spare their own feelings, 
nor so insensitive that they became callous.43

A degree of fortitude and resolve was expected of all well-bred men, 
and anti-vivisectionists and others who were thought to be deficient 
in these manly, Christian virtues were criticised as ‘effeminate’. As 
some seventy percent of anti-vivisectionists were women, some of 
whom used the abuse of animals as a metaphor for their own perceived 
vulnerability, the cause itself came to be seen as feminine, and men 
who took it up were subject to accusations of unmanliness.44 One critic 
called anti-vivisectionists ‘old ladies of both sexes’, the implication being 
that their opinions were formed by emotion rather than intellect and 
were therefore out of place in a scientific debate.45 Experimenters faced 
the opposite criticism, that they were so dispassionate as to be wanting 
in normal human feeling. That medical practitioners who made public 
statements about vivisection predominantly opposed it, while those 
who supported it maintained a low profile, suggests that sensitivity 
was a quality more attractive to potential patients than fortitude and 
commitment to  medical science.
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Bad Science

The often-asked question of why most people who objected to vivi-
section nevertheless ate meat (or wore leather, or hunted) shows that 
experimenting on animals was seen as a separate moral issue from eat-
ing them, wearing them or chasing them, a distinction sometimes lost 
on the more logically minded: George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) was 
shocked to find himself sharing a platform with hunters and fur-wearers  
when he spoke at an anti-vivisection meeting.46 From a historical per-
spective we are not concerned with whether theirs was a coherent or 
defensible position, but with why they thought as they did. One expla-
nation of why vivisection seemed to be of a different order from other 
cruelties was that those who performed it were neither the ignorant 
poor nor the feckless rich but scientists and doctors, precisely the sort 
of educated, professional people from whom society expected exemplary 
standards of conduct.47

Nineteenth century science was as much an attitude of mind as a 
field of study, an objective discipline where feelings did not intrude, and 
whose practitioners cultivated detachment and self-control. But their 
duty to suppress any feelings of compassion whilst working was prob-
lematic: quite apart from the difficulty of arguing that it was virtuous to 
suppress a virtue, how was an individual who steeled himself to perform 
vivisection for altruistic motives to be distinguished from someone so 
morally indifferent as to give no thought to the suffering he was about 
to inflict? According to the President of the British Association for the 
Advancement of Science, an organization whose remit was to defend 
experimentation, the fact that vivisectionists were ‘men of science’ 
meant that, unlike ‘persons in the lower order’, there was no question of 
their being unthinkingly cruel, not least because their experiments were 
too ‘tedious and toilsome’ to be performed unthinkingly.48

One could, however, be heartless without being reckless, and the 
argument that vivisectionists could control their finer feelings at will did 
not convince even some doctors, who thought that anyone prepared to 
inflict pain on helpless animals must be seriously lacking in emotional 
sympathy. Dr Robert Hull, writing against vivisection in the London 
Medical Gazette, agreed with the surgeon John Abernethy (1764–1831) 
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that any doctor who vivisected was unfit to attend a family, and the 
Protestant Magazine concurred, printing a ‘caution to parents’ advising 
them to shun the services of any practitioner who carried out vivisec-
tion.49 This was not a ‘slippery slope’ argument, since it presumed that 
vivisectionists were already deficient in empathy: as Immanuel Kant had 
written, ‘we can judge the heart of a man by his treatment of animals’.50

The controversy over vivisection shows many parallels with that over 
human cadaveric dissection that took place in the early 1830s, to the 
extent that the arguments for and against both were regarded as inter-
changeable (the public also assumed that anatomists were all vivisec-
tionists, despite their protests to the contrary).51 Both practices were 
criticised not because of the suffering they caused but because of the 
supposed cold-heartedness and self-indulgence of the perpetrators, and 
both became the subject of public scandals that gave rise to regulatory 
legislation: the much-publicized murders for dissection in Edinburgh 
and London between 1829 and 1831 led to the 1832 Anatomy Act that 
legalized pauper dissection, while the shocking experiments performed 
by the French physiologist Éugène Magnan on a visit to Britain in 1874 
led to the introduction of licensing for vivisectionists through the 1876 
Cruelty to Animals Act. Vivisectionists and anatomists alike defended 
themselves with utilitarian arguments (vivisecting animals and dissecting 
cadavers were necessary to train doctors and develop new treatments), 
and also tried to show that their motives were virtuous. The ‘heroic 
anatomist’, who set aside any personal feelings and stoically endured the 
horrors of the dissecting-room, was a prototype of the ‘imperturbable 
scientist’ who when experimenting on animals in the laboratory was ‘cal-
lous for the sake of what he deemed the greater compassion’.52

Believing that vivisection might be performed by virtuous people still 
did not make it good science. Experimenters claimed their work would 
‘place the art of healing upon a firmer basis’, and they certainly obtained 
objective, quantitative data from animals that could not easily have been 
got from humans, but there were plenty of methodological objections.53 
A somewhat facile criticism, dating back to the seventeenth century, 
was that normal function could not reliably be investigated in living 
animals because their responses under vivisection did not represent a 
normal state (facile because no interventional experiment can ever study 
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a truly ‘normal’ state). In the nineteenth century, however, it was subtly 
modified: animal experiments were bad science because they were a 
crude and clumsy attempt to wrest Nature’s secrets from her by force, 
rather than through skillful philosophical enquiry, and so they reflected 
badly on the judgement and finesse of those who resorted to them.54 
Drummond compared vivisection to judicial torture in that it both 
yielded untrustworthy information and discredited the inquirer, and 
Karl Marx thought it of doubtful value, and an affront to ‘humanity’.55

Another common methodological criticism was that animal physi-
ology differed so greatly from the human that results could not be 
extrapolated.56 In theory, this was difficult for experimenters to coun-
ter because if animals were physiologically similar to humans, they 
likely felt as humans did and so it was cruel to make them suffer, while 
if they lacked human sensitivity to pain, they were significantly differ-
ent from us physiologically: so an experiment was ‘criminal’ if an ani-
mals’ physiology was like ours and ‘objectless’ if it was not.57 Though 
this might seem a powerful argument against experimentation, it was 
 unusual for nineteenth-century vivisectors to concern themselves with 
animal pain at all: like Darwin, they could accept that ‘[t]he lower ani-
mals, like man, manifestly feel pleasure and pain, happiness and misery’ 
and still consider vivisection justifiable.58 We will consider in the fol-
lowing chapter whether the categorical difference between humans and 
animals that left the latter vulnerable to experiment was primarily spir-
itual rather than physiological.

Necessity and Humanity

Though British medical practitioners generally disliked the showy 
displays by Continental physiologists that had ‘drawn odium’ upon their 
profession, they were more sympathetic to experimentation done by their 
own countrymen, provided it was ‘necessary’ to medical progress: William 
Harvey’s (1578–1657) work on the circulation of blood and John Hunter’s 
(1728–1793) on aneurysms were the most often cited examples. Writing in 
the 1860s, the physician and author Andrew Wynter (1819–1876) declared 
that Hunter’s work alone had been worth ‘the destruction of a whole 
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hecatomb of dogs’, and though few vivisectionists made discoveries of the 
same magnitude as Hunter’s, they all anticipated benefits to humankind 
and used this to justify their work.59 Their self-assessment of utility was, of 
course, subjective: in his monograph Vivisection Investigated and Vindicated, 
the English physician George Etherington described among the animal 
experiments he thought medically important one in which it was shown 
that creosote, when injected into dogs, acted as a poison, precisely the 
kind of obvious but apparently pointless result that opponents thought 
constituted a strong argument against such experiments.60

In despair of ever bringing a successful prosecution against a 
vivisectionist, Gompertz complained that their being allowed to justify 
their own experiments on the basis of predicted benefits rendered the 
law ‘nugatory’. Naturally, everyone anticipated that their own work 
would yield vital results, and so ‘necessity’ had become ‘the cheat 
of humanity’.61 Even Etherington agreed that the law was rendered 
powerless by the stipulation that the offender must act ‘wantonly’: ‘the 
worst moral character, never performs an act without thinking upon 
and having a motive in performing it…’.62 Throughout the nineteenth 
century, anti-cruelty groups such as the London Anti-Vivisection 
Society would continue to complain that medical experiments were 
being performed ‘needlessly, and therefore cruelly’, but there was 
no prospect of a successful prosecution as long as the experimenters 
themselves were the arbiters of necessity.63

British vivisectionists were, however, prepared to accept that 
many Continental experiments were unnecessary, and they criticized 
the French, in particular, for an excess of speculative studies and 
public demonstrations. The relatively few British doctors who did 
vivisect—most notably Marshall Hall (1790–1857), James Blundell 
(1791–1878), James Hope (1801–1841) and Charles J.B. Williams 
(1805–1889)—were prudent and discrete, working privately, 
publishing in professional journals, and following prearranged lines of 
investigation. Overall, they were successful in avoiding public scrutiny. 
Hall, for example, repeated some of Magendie’s experiments in the 
1820s, including one in which he opened the chest of a dog and then 
made him vomit, whereon, according to Hall’s own account, ‘a portion 
of lung was driven through the thoracic opening with violence and a 



26     A.W.H. Bates

sort of explosion’.64 Though he was criticized in the medical press for 
this work, there was no public outcry, probably because lay people were 
simply unaware of it.65 Shortly afterwards, Hall published his own 
‘objective’ criteria for deciding whether experiments on animals were 
justified: the information sought must not be obtainable by observation 
alone, the experiment must have a distinct and definite object, it 
must not be a repeat, it must cause the least possible suffering to the 
least sentient animal, and must be properly witnessed and recorded.66 
Though they made little impact at the time, his rules would influence 
the drafting of the Antivivisection Act 40 years later.

The stimulus for legislation, when it came, was not the protests of 
anti-cruelty campaigners, but the continued animus towards French 
physiologists on the part of British doctors. When Éugène Magnan 
visited London in 1874, his medical audience, led by Thomas Jolliffe 
Tufnell (1819–1885), the President of the Irish College of Surgeons, 
intervened to stop a particularly unpleasant experiment.67 Magnan 
promptly returned to France, forestalling an attempt by the now Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals to prosecute him, but, 
while the British organisers of his demonstration were acquitted of any 
wrongdoing, the magistrates made it clear what they thought by refus-
ing to award the defendants’ costs.68 This was the closest a vivisection-
ist in Britain would ever come to being convicted. The case, along with 
the publication in 1873 of John Burdon-Sanderson’s (1828–1905) 
Handbook for the Physiological Laboratory, a vade mecum for the ‘begin-
ner’ that made scant reference to anaesthesia, raised such concerns that 
continental-style vivisection might become acceptable in Britain that in 
1875 the government set up a Royal Commission on the matter, the 
result of which would be the 1876 Cruelty to Animals Act.69

The Vivisection Act and the Victoria Street 
Society

The 1876 Act (39 and 40 Vict. c. 77), known as the Vivisection Act, 
mandated that vivisection be performed only for an original, useful 
purpose. This put an end to the sort of public demonstrations that 
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Queen Victoria and many of her subjects so disliked, but left open 
the private use of animals for medical research and teaching.70 The 
word ‘wantonly’ was dropped from the definition of cruelty but as, 
in the expert opinion of Mr Justice Day (Sir John Day, 1826–1908, 
a judge well known for sentencing felons to flogging), ‘cruelty must 
be something which cannot be justified’, the legal requirements for a 
conviction remained substantially unchanged.71 Ironically, it was said 
that the Royal Commission was convinced of the need for regulation 
not by anti-vivisectionists, but by the testimony of experts such as the 
German bacteriologist Emanuel Klein (1844–1925), whose candid 
admission that he used anaesthesia only for his own convenience—to 
make the animals easier to handle—spoke volumes about the difference 
in outlook between scientists and the public:

When you say that you use them [anaesthetics] for convenience sake, do 
you mean that you have no regard at all for the sufferings of the animals?

No regard at all.

You are prepared to establish that as a principle of which you approve?

I think with regard to an experimenter, a man who conducts special 
research, he has no time, so to speak, for thinking what the animal will 
feel or suffer.72

Like the Anatomy Act, the Vivisection Act was permissive rather than 
regulatory. It required all vivisectionists to hold a license but these 
were liberally bestowed: by 1891, 676 people had been granted one, 
a large proportion of whom were given ‘special’ certificates dispensing 
them from the need to use anesthesia. To acquire an ordinary license, 
one needed the signatures of two referees who were professors of 
physiology, medicine, anatomy, or a related discipline; this kept animal 
experiments ‘in the family’, so to speak—most licensees worked in 
the ‘golden triangle’ of London, Oxford and Cambridge, and enjoyed 
the support of the universities and medical royal colleges—as well as 
giving recognition and authority to the new discipline of experimental 
physiology, whose professional body, the Physiological Society, 
was founded in the same year the Vivisection Act became law.73  
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The surviving correspondence from the London-based Association for 
the Advancement of Medical Research, which advised the government 
on licensing, makes no mention of a licence application being refused, 
and it is quite possible that none ever was: in 1954, when the Home 
Secretary was asked how many applications had been turned down 
since 1876, he told the Commons the information was ‘not available’.74 
There was no successful  prosecution during the 110 years the Act 
remained in force.75

Medical practitioners opposed to vivisection, some of whom were 
critical of the Act, were not involved in the licensing process, and ordi-
nary doctors were said to be ‘afraid’ to speak out because the system was 
now overseen by the leaders of their profession.76 The Act also excluded 
the public from any involvement in decision making, and made it dif-
ficult for them to find out where experiments were taking place, as the 
licensees’ names and addresses were not published. The reason for keep-
ing their identities and locations secret was not fear that they would be 
intimidated (direct action against vivisectionists was unheard of ), but 
concern that the information might deter patients and donors, and 
encourage unwelcome efforts by members of the public to gain admit-
tance to demonstrations.77

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of the rise of 
experimental physiology following the Vivisection Act in shaping the 
narrative of ‘modern medicine’, of which Claude Bernard was, in the 
1930s, already being called the ‘father’. Bernard’s influence on George 
Hoggan (1837–1891), an English doctor who briefly worked in his 
laboratory, would, however, give life to a very different project. In 
1875, Hoggan published a harrowing account of the sufferings of the 
dogs that Bernard vivisected, though without mentioning him by name. 
He concluded: ‘…having drunk the cup to the dregs, I cry off, and am 
prepared to see not only science, but even mankind, perish rather than 
have recourse to such means of saving it’.78

Hoggan suggested to the Irish writer and social campaigner Frances 
Power Cobbe (1822–1904) that they form a society to campaign 
against animal experiments, and in 1875, with the support of Lord 
Shaftesbury (Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftesbury, 1801–
1885) and the Archbishop of York, William Thomson (1819–1890), 
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they formed the Society for the Protection of Animals Liable to 
Vivisection, better known as the Victoria Street Society (VSS); in 
1897, it would become the National Anti-Vivisection Society (NAVS), 
with Shaftesbury as its president. The Society’s goals included prevent-
ing the kind of extreme experiments for which Bernard was notori-
ous from being sanctioned in Britain and trying to get the 1876 Act 
repealed.79 In the opinion of the VSS, the Act had led to more exper-
imentation than if vivisection had remained unlicensed, and allowed 
experimenters to use their ‘professional esprit de corps… to secure 
for themselves prolonged immunity from state interference with their 
atrocities’.80

Horrible, Brutalising, Unchristianlike

Rather than continuing with futile attempts to prosecute vivisection-
ists, pragmatic campaigners tried to instil compassion into the young 
through anti-cruelty clubs such as the Band of Mercy movement.81 It 
is apparent from the voluminous and sometimes tedious polemics pub-
lished at this time that enthusiasts for, and critics of, vivisection were 
now relying on very different arguments. For vivisectionists, the justi-
fication of their experiments was a utilitarian one, since the predicted 
benefits to medicine outweighed any suffering, and they saw their oppo-
nents, as the ageing Darwin penned to The Times in 1876, as tender-
hearted but profoundly ignorant.82 For their part, anti-vivisectionists 
laboured the point that anyone who experimented on living animals 
was callous and insensitive, character traits typically associated with the 
unthinking lower classes, and certainly undesirable in a medical practi-
tioner or scientist. By the end of the nineteenth century, the sentiment 
was common among the public that, as Queen Victoria had put it, ani-
mal experimentation was: ‘horrible, brutalising, unchristianlike’, and 
‘one of the worst signs of wickedness in human nature’. With its focus 
on reducing the pain experienced by animals and licensing scientists, 
the Vivisection Act had done nothing to address fears that vivisection 
‘saps our moral sense’, ‘blunts our sympathy’, and promotes ‘ruthless-
ness and oppression’.83
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In fact, only a small minority of doctors was ever actually involved 
with animal experiments, and most preferred to avoid them. Despite 
their stereotypical portrayal in literature as callous and undisciplined, 
medical students generally shunned vivisection, and it was little used in 
British medical schools, where many of the teachers shared anatomist 
Josef Hyrtl’s (1810–1894) view that anyone who could look calmly 
on vivisection would not make a good physician.84 The VSS, claiming 
that the new cadre of licensed, professional vivisectors would become 
so indifferent to suffering that experimentation would be ‘the simple, 
natural thing to do to any helpless creature in their hands’, stoked fears 
that it would be extended to human subjects.85 Of course, patients 
were not tied to tables and cut up except in the pages of sensational 
fiction, but there were other ways of experimenting. The microbiologist 
Robert Koch (1843–1910) actually did experiment on paupers; Louis 
Pasteur (1822–1895) proposed experimenting on prisoners, and 
the dermatologist Jonathan Hutchinson (1828–1913) delayed the 
treatment of a patient with a painful disease the better to demonstrate 
the signs to his students, all actions, according to the VSS, to which 
no vivisectionist could logically object.86 Though doctors who vivisected 
may not have treated patients themselves, they could still set a bad 
example to those who did: if even the most distinguished scientists, 
wrote Lewis Carroll (Charles Dodgson, 1832–1898), were careless 
of the suffering they caused, ‘what will be the temper of mind of the 
ordinary coarse, rough man… of whom the bulk of the medical 
profession… is made up?’87

Wary of being thought at best heartless and at worst dangerous, 
experimental physiologists liked to emphasise that their chosen work 
was disagreeable to them. According to one sympathetic account, 
the real sacrifices were being made not by the animals but the 
experimenters: ‘we have heard a considerable number of physiologists 
declare unanimously, that all vivisection tires them exceedingly; 
sometimes so shatters them, that it requires all their power of will to 
carry the process through to the accomplishment of the aim…’.88 This 
at least indicates they were aware of the importance of character and 
sensibility in determining how others judged their actions. From a 
utilitarian perspective, the case for vivisection would have been stronger 
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if, in addition to acquiring knowledge from it, physiologists enjoyed 
their work rather than enduring it; by stating that they undertook 
experiments reluctantly and at great emotional cost to themselves, they 
were defending their personal virtue by taking on the persona of the 
heroic scientist who suffers emotional difficulty through being obliged 
to transgress normal moral boundaries for the sake of science.

George Romanes (1848–1894), Darwin’s disciple, stressed that stu-
dents of physiology must be none the less gentlemen because they were 
men of science, though the attitudes characteristic of genteel conduct 
could be difficult to square with what went on in the laboratory.89 
Burdon-Sanderson’s private admission that ‘emotional and sentimen-
tal states’ such as sympathy were an experimenter’s ‘greatest enemies’ 
implies a more heartless attitude than that typically expected of a gen-
tleman, though some physiologists may have thought privately what 
Queen Victoria’s physician Sir William Gull (1816–1890) declared 
openly: that gentlemen-scientists were above the law, and that anti-cru-
elty legislation was ‘for the ignorant, and not for the best people in the 
country’.90

For the antis, Cobbe memorably asked if:

… advancement of the ‘noble science of physiology’ is so supreme an 
object of human effort that the corresponding retreat and disappearance 
of the sentiments of compassion and sympathy must be accounted as of 
no consequence in the balance?91

How people answered such questions would determine whether they 
gave their money, and trusted their health, to vivisectionists, and 
whether they saw the rise of laboratory medicine as a major advance or 
a wrong turning.
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Although many of the nineteenth-century arguments against vivisec-
tion were based on its supposed adverse effects on those who performed 
or witnessed it, the status of its animal subjects was not inconsequen-
tial. One could not be cruel or heartless to a Cartesian automaton that 
lacked feeling, and perhaps not to animals that had, as some Christians 
claimed, been put on earth solely to provide for human needs. The art 
critic and social reformer John Ruskin (1819–1900), addressing the 
Oxford branch of the Victoria Street Society in 1884, said that: ‘It is 
not the question whether animals have a right to this or that in the infe-
riority they are placed into mankind, it is a question of what relation 
they have to God…’.1 To see animals from a divine perspective, it was 
necessary to decide whether they possessed rational souls, and what hap-
pened to those souls after death.

For most of the nineteenth century, the idea that animals might 
have afterlives was a decidedly unchristian one. The epitaphist of Lord 
Byron’s dog Boatswain (d. 1808) derided the sort of Christians who dis-
approved of memorialising a dead dog for trying to keep ‘a sole exclu-
sive heaven’ for themselves. Almost a century later, when the following 
lines in memory of Rocket the hunting dog were published, the poetic 
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conceit that dogs would be reunited with their keepers in paradise still 
had a decidedly heathen ring to it:

Is a man a hopeless heathen if he dreams of one fair day
        When, with spirit free from shadows grey and cold.
He may wander through the heather in the ‘unknown far away’,
        With his good old dog before him as of old?2

What became of one’s canine companion after death was not a triv-
ial matter; for some Christians, the idea that animals’ souls could exist 
apart from their bodies seemed ‘absurd in the extreme’ or even ‘dan-
gerous’3: the divine spark of immortality was the one incontrovertible 
barrier between humans and other animals, however many biological 
resemblances scientists might go on to discover.

It is sometimes claimed that science, and Darwinism in particu-
lar, improved the lot of animals by replacing the traditional Christian 
model of a static created order with humans at its earthly summit 
(just below the angels) with a dynamic model in which higher forms 
were continually evolving from lower.4 To put it crassly, people were 
less likely to ill-treat animals to which they were distantly related. 
Darwinism certainly made many people think about their kinship with 
animals, although the idea of a serial affinity between different spe-
cies (the ‘ladder of creation’ or ‘great chain of being’), and even of spe-
cies change itself, had been current long before the publication of The 
Origin of Species in (1859).5 For anatomists, the human–animal bound-
ary had been blurred since at least a century earlier, when the great 
taxonomist Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778) wrote that he was unable to 
discover ‘the difference between man and the orangoutang, although all 
of my attention was brought to bear on this point’.6 By the 1840s, there 
seemed no prospect of anatomists finding any structure that would cat-
egorically distinguish humans from apes in terms of morphology: the 
popular press responded with sensational tales of ape–human hybrids 
and mocked the ‘siantificle’ vogue for dissecting monkeys ‘to see … 
whether like our own specius inside as well as out’.7

The most obvious distinction between apes and humans in the nine-
teenth century was the Christian claim that humans alone had souls 
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made in the image of their Creator, and even this was being challenged, 
in a religious and philosophical setting rather than a scientific one, 
through ideas gleaned from classical paganism, Hinduism and transcen-
dentalism. This nineteenth-century re-evaluation of the spiritual status 
of animals would have profound consequences for animal welfare, by 
bringing to the theological debate, as evolution did to the scientific one, 
a changed understanding of the relationship between humans and ani-
mals.

It would be a mistake, as some freethinkers did (and some still do), 
to blame cruelty to animals on the low status accorded them in the 
Judaeo-Christian tradition before Darwinists, orientalists and human-
ists managed to knock humans off their pedestal: Christian anti-cruelty 
campaigners were instrumental in giving Britain the most comprehen-
sive animal protection laws in Europe, which they did for the most part 
without questioning their God-given dominion over the animals they 
were protecting.8 As Coral Lansbury (1929–1991) wrote in The Old 
Brown Dog ‘the debate between Singer and [Tom] Regan over the moral 
status of animals would have bemused the Victorians…’9: what mat-
tered to them were the moral consequences of inflicting pain on crea-
tures inferior to themselves. Though they did not owe animals a duty 
of care, they were bound to pity them, and to avoid any imputation of 
callousness. Rod Preece comments that Christians were more concerned 
for animals than were Darwinians, and while it might be more accurate 
to say they were concerned about the dangers to society of allowing cru-
elty to animals to go unchecked, they turned out, nonetheless, to be the 
nineteenth-century laboratory animal’s best friends.10

Christians and Anti-Vivisection in the 
Nineteenth Century

Most of the groups active in animal welfare, from the Society for the 
Suppression of Vice, with its emphasis on saving the working classes 
from being demoralized by alcoholic drink and cruel sports, through 
the SPCA and its drive to civilise manners, to the VSS with its ethos 
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of compassion, saw themselves as doing the Lord’s work.11 The SPCA, 
for example, declared that its programme was ‘entirely based on the 
Christian faith’, and they denounced vivisection as ‘unchristian’.12 
Insofar as the practice of vivisection repudiated the Christian virtues of 
mercy and compassion, anti-cruelty campaigners saw it as ‘evil’, ‘fiend-
ish’, ‘blasphemous’, and even ‘Satanic’.13 Furthermore, unlike other 
cruelties such as hunting or meat eating, it was performed by an edu-
cated élite, and there was a risk this would lead those less principled to 
think it was acceptable to be ‘cruel’ and ‘inhumane’ out of expediency, 
so spreading throughout society a heartlessness that was fundamentally 
‘unchristian’.14

Lord Shaftesbury, arguing in 1879 for a total ban on vivisection, said 
that, for the sake of one’s soul, it would be better to be the vivisected 
than the vivisector, an attitude that, like Shaftesbury himself, exempli-
fied Christian compassion (the famous memorial to him in Piccadilly 
represents the Angel of Christian Charity).15 Caring for animals out of 
Christian charity had the practical advantages that the intellectual or 
spiritual status of the animals (so long as they were sentient) was of little 
consequence, while as a motive for action it was readily comprehensible 
to most people. Defenders of vivisection might dismiss what they deri-
sively termed a ‘Brahminical’ love for one’s fellow creatures as un-Brit-
ish, sentimental, and heterodox, but it was difficult for them to say the 
same about mercy and compassion towards the weak.16 The title of the 
VSS’s journal the Zoophilist betokened a love of animals, but the Society 
declared that the main inspiration for its work was ‘a conviction that the 
spread of mercy was the great cause of civilization’.17

Cardinal Henry Manning’s (1808–1892) outspoken opposition to 
vivisection, conspicuous among a general Catholic indifference to ani-
mals, also appealed to the most basic of Christian virtues:

Vivisection is a detestable practice…. Nothing can justify, no claim of sci-
ence, no conjectural result, no hope for discovery, such horrors as these. 
Also, it must be remembered that whereas these torments, refined and 
indescribable, are certain, the result is altogether conjectural—everything 
about the result is uncertain, but the certain infraction of the first laws of 
mercy and humanity.18
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The RSPCA, failing to appreciate that Manning’s views were not repre-
sentative of Rome, tried unsuccessfully to get anti-vivisection adopted 
as official Catholic policy, but Pius IX supposedly rejected plans for 
an office for the Protection of Animals on the grounds that it would 
send a misleading message that animals had rights.19 Anglicans were 
rather more sympathetic to the cause: the Archbishops of York and 
Dublin signed the 1875 ‘Memorial Against Vivisection’, and though the 
Church of England remained officially non-committal, by the end of 
the century some four thousand of its clergy had declared their disap-
proval of it.20

Very few Christians justified their opposition to vivisection by 
appealing to the unconventional possibility that animals, like humans, 
had souls that survived death, though there were exceptions, such as 
Robert Hull, who remarked that ‘[t]he vivisectors cannot, of course, 
enter into the depths of that well-grounded suspicion, that there may 
be a future existence for the brute creation’. For Hull, who hoped that 
vivisectors would, in some future existence, meet with recompense from 
those they had tormented, no one who believed in animal afterlives 
could possibly experiment on them.21 Robert Browning’s (1812–1889) 
poem Tray, published in 1879, imagined the nightmarish possibility of 
vivisectors deliberately setting out to study the soul of a dog, but this 
was deliberate exaggeration to shock the reader (Browning was a vice-
president of the VSS); no real-life vivisectionist mentioned animals’ 
souls, and some felt vindicated by the conventional Christian teaching 
that animals had no existence beyond their earthly lives.

The physiologist James Blundell, for example, defended his use of 
animals in research by claiming that, since an animal’s death was an 
eternal sleep, it was less grave to kill an animal than a human.22 His 
reasoning is not entirely clear, but seems to have been based on the pre-
sumption that killing becomes murder only if the victim has a soul: in 
the Old Testament the blood of humans, not animals, cries to heaven 
for vengeance, as do the souls of martyrs in the Book of Revelation.23 
Others, however, saw the lack of a future life for animals as all the 
more reason to be compassionate towards them in this one; according 
to James Lawson Drummond: ‘[the brute] has no heaven to look to, 
no bright anticipation of a period when misery shall cease…. Its life is 
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its little all’, an allusion to these lines by the humanitarian poet Anna 
Laetitia Barbauld (1743–1825):

Or, if this transient gleam of day
        Be all of life we share,
Let pity plead within thy breast,
        That little all to spare.24

Animal Afterlives

The question of whether animals had souls was in one sense triv-
ial: an animal, as the name implied, possessed what is known in the 
Aristotelian tradition as a vital soul (anima). The Cartesian notion of 
animals as automata had little currency outside philosophy schools, 
and no British vivisector ever adopted this position: they sometimes 
argued that animals did not feel pain in the context of a particular 
experiment, but none claimed they were incapable of feeling at all.25 
Indeed, it would have been difficult for a physiologist to make such 
a claim, because the validity of experiments on animals depended on 
their anatomy and physiology being similar to our own: nervous sys-
tems organized and functioning like ours could scarcely be found in 
animals incapable of feeling the pain they so evidently reacted to.26 
The real question was not whether animals had souls, but how closely 
comparable they were to the souls of humans. Were they rational? Did 
they experience emotions? And did they, as the poets fancied, share the 
promise of immortality?

The Christian doctrine of the immortality of the human soul had its 
roots in the thirteenth century, when Thomas Aquinas had modified 
Aristotle’s position that human beings were a composite of ‘form’ (i.e. 
soul) and ‘matter’ by adding that the human soul was incorruptible and 
persisted after bodily death.27Aquinas thus brought Aristotle into line 
with the Christian promise of eternal life, though at the cost of leaving 
disembodied souls, unable to act or experience, in a kind of intellectual 
limbo until the resurrection.28 These incorruptible souls were unique to 
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humans: other animals possessed ‘sensitive’ souls but not rational ones, 
and were blessed with neither reason nor immortality.29

In Britain, the Thomist position that the souls of animals perish at 
death went largely unchallenged by the reformed churches, though the 
less contentious issue of their rationality was up for debate. In the seven-
teenth century, Lord Chief Justice Sir Matthew Hale (1609–1676), an 
advocate of responsible treatment of animals based on a model of steward-
ship rather than dominion, attributed to them the faculties of memory, 
reason and imagination (which he called ‘phantasies’), but still denied 
them immortality—the souls of even ‘perfect brutes’ would die with 
them.30 In the eighteenth century, the never easily defensible position that 
only humans could reason was assailed from both sides: pigs, horses and 
dogs could apparently be taught to perform calculations and use language, 
while feral children, brought up without human society, seemed to lack 
these capabilities.31 By the nineteenth century, animals’ ability to reason 
was widely accepted, and it was commonplace for magazines and periodi-
cals to entertain their readers with remarkable accounts of animal sagacity.

Although no major Christian church expressed an official view, many 
individual clergy were happy to admit that animals had rational souls: 
according to the evangelical missionary Daniel Tyerman (1773–1828), 
‘[t]o deny that brute animals have souls, is virtually to allow that mat-
ter can think; and to put an argument into the mouths of materialists 
that it will not be easy to rescue from them’.32 For the Catholic Church, 
Fr John Worthy, a priest in Liverpool, wrote that the rationality of ani-
mals was evident from their actions: even bees, Fr Worthy claimed, 
were intelligent and acted on reason as well as instinct, and many other 
species appeared from their actions to be ‘highly gifted’. Worthy col-
lected numerous accounts from the press in which animals seemed to 
display social traits such as kindness, gratitude, and affection, or to use 
imagination and language. However, despite his obvious admiration for 
these animals’ abilities, and his credulity with regard to some rather far-
fetched tales, Worthy apologised to any of his readers who thought he 
had ‘lowered the dignity of man’s soul and reason, by representing the 
souls and reason of animals as having any degree whatever of similitude 
with man…’ There was, he concluded, an absolute difference between 
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the souls of animals and humans, namely that only the latter survived 
death.33

Most protestants concurred, taking the Biblical reference to mankind 
having been made ‘in the image of God’ to mean that the human soul 
was uniquely able to exist apart from the body. The majority of British 
divines accepted this position, though there were, as Preece has shown, 
not a few distinguished exceptions, including the Cambridge Platonist 
Henry More (1614–1687), the Quaker George Fox (1624–1691), the 
Civil War pamphleteer Richard Overton and the founder of Methodism 
John Wesley (1703–1791), all of whom entertained the idea that ani-
mals’ souls persisted after bodily death.34 A few Anglican theologians 
such as Bishop Joseph Butler (1692–1752) can be added to this list, but 
animal immortality remained largely a nonconformist position.35

In the secular literature, however, there was free speculation that 
companion animals would have a share in the afterlife. Poets who put 
forward the idea found a ready audience: indeed, so many toyed with it 
that the anthologist J. Earl Clauson could devote the whole concluding 
section of his Dog’s Book of Verse to ‘The Dog’s Hereafter’.36 Of course, 
this poetical vogue for animal immortality was rooted in sentiment 
rather than solid theological opinions—one might indeed dismiss it as 
whimsical, a common critical verdict on poems about animals—but it 
does suggest there was a mood of popular dissent from the ‘official’ doc-
trine of an exclusively human afterlife.

Transmigration

One non-Christian path that the souls of animals might follow after 
death was familiar to anyone versed in the classics. Usually attributed 
to Pythagoras and his school, the theory of transmigration of souls, 
or metempsychosis, postulated that the soul or mind was able to sur-
vive periods of incorporeal existence between successive incarnations 
in humans and animals. Though British classicists had ‘flirted’ with 
Pythagoreanism since the 1600s, it did not come to general notice until 
the mid-eighteenth century, when the surgeon and Orientalist John 
Zephaniah Holwell (1711–1798) published some notes on the subject 
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along with his sensational best-selling account of the Black Hole of 
Calcutta, of which he was a survivor.37

Transmigration seems first to have been used in print as an argument 
against cruelty to animals in Barbauld’s The Mouse’s Petition:

If mind, as ancient sages taught,
        A never dying flame,
Still shifts thro’ matter’s varying forms,
        In every form the same,
Beware, lest in the worm you crush
        A brother’s soul you find;
And tremble lest thy luckless hand
        Dislodge a kindred mind.38

Twenty years later, transmigration featured prominently in Thomas 
Taylor’s seminal but idiosyncratic A Vindication of the Rights of Brutes, 
published anonymously in 1792. Despite being one of the earliest con-
tributions to animal rights theory, Taylor’s pamphlet is now seldom 
quoted, in part because his claim that ‘brutes’ had rights was deliber-
ately hyperbolic, but mostly because the principal object of his writing, 
as the title suggests, was to satirise Mary Wollstonecraft’s (1759–1797) 
A Vindication of the Rights of Women by showing that a paral-
lel argument could be made for the rights of animals.39 Taylor found 
Wollstonecraft’s proto-feminism ridiculous: he did not acknowledge 
the rights of men, women, or animals, though he firmly believed that 
animals were capable of reason and intelligence, which he thought was 
obvious from their behaviour, and in particular from their capacity to 
communicate intelligently with one other. From their ability to reason, 
Taylor concluded that animals had feelings, rejecting Jeremy Bentham’s 
(1748–1832) argument that reason and feeling were distinct, and assert-
ing that ‘sense cannot at all operate without intelligence’.40

Despite his obvious appreciation of the intellectual abilities of ani-
mals, Taylor insisted that compassionate treatment was not their right 
but a voluntary expression of human virtue, though his work may 
have inspired subsequent calls for animals to be granted legal rights. 
When the Lord Chancellor, Lord Erskine (1750–1823) unsuccessfully 
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introduced a Cruelty to Animals bill in the House of Lords in 1809, he 
complained that: ‘Animals are considered as property only: to destroy or 
to abuse them, from malice to the proprietor, or with an intention inju-
rious to his interest in them, is criminal; but the animals themselves are 
without protection; the law regards them not substantively; they have 
no rights!’41

Taylor’s pseudo argument for the rights of brutes drew not only 
on their intellectual capacities but also on various traditions concern-
ing the transmigration of souls. A distinguished translator of Plato and 
Aristotle, Taylor supplemented his classical sources with examples of 
transmigration collected from non-European traditions, including those 
of ancient Egypt, Persia and India. Though his writings give the impres-
sion he was more attuned to Hellenistic philosophy than Christianity, 
he did not profess transmigration as a personal belief, but treated the 
traditions as ‘[f ]ables [which] indicate that brute animals accord with 
mankind in the nature of the soul’. In other words, the fact that learned 
people from so many different cultures accepted transmigration revealed 
a widespread belief that humans and animals were animated by souls of 
a similar kind.

Pythagoreanism proved to be an inspiration for two influential 
 nineteenth-century anti-cruelty campaigners: Lewis Gompertz and 
Thomas Forster (1789–1860). Gompertz, who we encountered in the 
previous chapter, had been secretary of the SPCA until forced to resign 
in 1833, probably because, as a Jew and a Pythagorean, he did not fit in 
with the committee’s Christian ethos. After a period running the rival, 
more radical, Animals’ Friend Society, he was readmitted after protest-
ing his ‘innocence’ of Pythagoreanism, but any change of heart in this 
regard must have been temporary, since in 1852 he wrote in Fragments 
in Defence of Animals that the souls of animals continued to exist after 
death in a state of limbo, without thought or feeling, until they were 
united with a new body. Thus, it was possible to be reincarnated, per-
haps as a different species, without having any memory of one’s previous 
lives.42

Gompertz’s interest in Pythagoreanism was shared by his correspond-
ent and fellow member of the AFS, Thomas Forster. A medical prac-
titioner and convert to Roman Catholicism, Forster’s eclectic interests 
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included phrenology, vegetarianism, and ‘oriental’ philosophy, including 
‘the holy doctrine of Pythagoras and the Indian school, which ascribes 
to every living creature an eternal existence’.43 Transmigration was an 
important part of Forster’s idiosyncratic theodicy: ‘Metempsychosis 
implies the future life and everlasting happiness of all living creatures, 
we must observe that there is plenty of room in this wide universe for 
all of them… further, without admitting that Animals will live hereaf-
ter, we could not reconcile the universal suffering of the brute Creation 
with the Divine Goodness’. Forster’s mix of Catholic purgatory and 
Pythagorean rebirth allowed cruelty to be punished and suffering rec-
ompensed: those who ill-treated animals would find themselves reincar-
nated in animal bodies, where they would experience for themselves the 
sufferings they had once meted out, while the merciful would receive 
‘some light purgatory in the body of some fortunate and beautiful bird 
or beast’.44

Transcendentalism

Apart from evangelicals, who saw medicine as a Christian vocation, and 
some Anglican Tories among the profession’s leaders, medical practi-
tioners had something of a reputation for scepticism and worldliness. 
Unlike the universities, medical schools did not require their students to 
profess the Christian faith in order to matriculate, and a lack of pasto-
ral supervision, combined with the materialistic focus of their training, 
was thought to incline those whose faith was already weak towards athe-
ism.45 Medical students were certainly encouraged to examine the rela-
tionship between humans and animals with a critical eye: comparative 
anatomy was a key part of their studies, and the problem of why many 
species, including apes and humans, had similar body plans was, in pre-
Darwinian times, accorded high importance. In the 1830s, students 
frustrated by Professor Granville Sharp Pattison’s (1791–1851) ‘total 
ignorance of and disgusting indifference to new anatomical views and 
researches’ forced him from his post at University College London.46 
The students were not, of course, motivated solely by their scientific 
curiosity: excited by the July Revolution in France, they wanted to hear 
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the radical new Continental ideas on species change and extinction, 
known as transcendental anatomy, which seemed to carry a particular 
resonance in those politically unsettling times.

Transcendentalism, also known as philosophical anatomy, was, in its 
biological sense, a holistic theory of the interconnectedness of all liv-
ing things that had its roots in German Naturphilosophie, which was in 
turn based on Goethe’s concept of nature as a ‘vast musical symposium’. 
It was introduced into Britain by a small number of influential anat-
omy teachers, who included the surgeon Joseph Henry Green (1791–
1863, a friend of Samuel Taylor Coleridge) and the anatomists Robert 
Knox, Robert Grant (1793–1874) and Richard Owen (1804–1892). 
Transcendentalism’s appeal to students lay in its potential to transform 
the rather obscure field of comparative anatomy by supplying a coher-
ent, universal theory that would not only account for species change, 
but also provide a model in nature for abrupt social changes and politi-
cal revolutions. This potential to upset the status quo gave transcenden-
talism a radical appeal that ensured its popularity with undergraduates.

Transcendentalism may be defined (not an easy task) as an attempt to 
discover, through observation and deduction, the fundamental laws and 
patterns that govern the dynamic, self-organising processes of nature. 
It thus resembles the Platonic theory of forms in that generalized pat-
terns or archetypes may be deduced from the appearance of objects in 
the natural world.47 For example, that most eloquent, and effusive, of 
transcendentalists, Robert Knox, wrote of the vertebra as: ‘the type of all 
vertebrate animals, of the entire skeleton … of the organic world …. It 
possesses the form of the primitive cell; of the sphere; of the universe’.48

Critics found this sort of thing vague and mystical, but to Knox, 
one of the finest comparative anatomists of his day, transcendental-
ism had the potential to revolutionize his discipline. Anatomists were 
no longer confined to describing morphology, but could speculate on 
its phylogenetic and even social significance. For example, from observ-
ing, measuring, and dissecting human bodies, a set of ideal proportions 
could be derived, which corresponded to those seen in classical Greek 
statues such as those of Apollo and Venus.49 According to Knox, it was 
no coincidence that the ideal form discovered through modern ana-
tomical studies was the same as that created by ancient Greek sculptors, 
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who had arrived at it intuitively through their refined appreciation of 
beauty. Transcendentalists thought it legitimate to employ the aesthetic 
sense in scientific study; for example, those individuals that most closely 
resembled the ideal type of a species would be considered by a practised 
observer to be the most beautiful. The transcendental method involved 
a combination of detailed observation and intuition: knowledge of the 
structure of different species could only come through careful dissec-
tion, but intuition was required to discern the unifying pattern of which 
each was a variation.

Using transcendental methods, Knox developed a complex theory 
of evolution, according to which new species arose through differen-
tial development (what we might now call mutations) of a common 
embryo. According to this, pre-Darwinian, proposal, the pattern of 
every potential species, including humans, was inherent in the multi-
potent embryo, from which new forms (‘hopeful monsters’) were con-
stantly being generated, though they would flourish only if external 
conditions happened to be favourable.50 As one of the French found-
ers of the movement, Étienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire (1772–1844) put 
it, ‘philosophically speaking’, there was ‘but a single animal’, or, in the 
words of the literary transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–
1882), ‘Each creature is only a modification of the other; the likeness 
in them is more than the difference, and their radical law is one and the 
same’.51

The effect of British transcendentalism on biological thinking was 
complex and has yet to be fully explored by historians of science. From 
the perspective of vivisection, however, it proved a deterrent. Firstly, 
the transcendental method was essentially observational: careful dissec-
tion of animal and human bodies was preferred to vivisecting the living; 
Knox refused to allow any vivisection in his anatomy schools, a prag-
matic as well as a humane attitude because students reluctant to dissect 
living animals would be attracted to transcendentalism as ‘a substitute 
for vivisection’.52 Secondly, transcendentalism called for a subjective 
response to nature: an appreciation of beauty helped students to dis-
cern the ideal types that lay behind the imperfect forms they encoun-
tered, so they needed to cultivate their feelings rather than suppressing 
them. Thirdly, the transcendental teachings that all species, animal and 



56     A.W.H. Bates

human, were derived from a common embryo, that all were equally 
well suited for the environment in which they lived, and that all might 
become extinct if conditions changed, underlined the essential unity, 
and transience, of all creatures. Humans were not lords of creation but 
part of an interdependent, self-sustaining biological system whose life 
force could be conceptualised as a collective soul, anima mundi.53

Much of transcendentalism’s wider appeal was due to its being 
not only descriptive of how nature was organised but also prescrip-
tive of the proper way to live. If nature sanctioned abrupt changes 
(which was how transcendentalists thought new species evolved), then 
human revolutions might be part of the natural order, and if that order 
was, as Goethe had expressed it, part of a vast symphony of nature, 
then humans ought, as far as possible, to live in harmony with it. 
Transcendental notions of the harmonies of nature were conducive to a 
philosophy of ‘nature mysticism’ or pantheism, the followers of which, 
as Lloyd G. Stevenson (1918–1988) observed, tended to be ‘on the side 
of the animals’.54

Though there was never a prominent transcendentalist movement 
in Britain like that which flourished in New England around Harvard 
and the Unitarians, the themes of living in ‘harmony with nature’ and 
of animals as our ‘brothers’ did began to appear in British letters from 
the late 1830s, the most celebrated writers to show a transcendental 
influence being Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834) and William 
Wordsworth (1770–1850). Its appeal was particularly strong for roman-
tics, who sought an escape from the cruelties of metropolitan living 
in an idealized pastoralism in which animals were helpers, friends and 
companions.55

Transcendentalism in Britain effectively ended as a scientific move-
ment with the publication of The Origin of Species, as Darwin’s elegantly 
simple proposal of natural selection made transcendentalism’s complex, 
esoteric explanations of why so many different creatures showed such 
striking anatomical parallels seem redundant. In contrast to revolution-
ary transcendentalism, Darwin’s modest proposal that change could 
only occur by gradual small steps was considerably more congenial to 
the Victorian political establishment.56 There remained, however, an 
undercurrent of transcendentalism in biological thought, difficult to 
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trace and sometimes surfacing in unexpected places: the concept of nat-
ural harmonies, for example, may have been the inspiration for what are 
now known as ecosystems. Encounters with transcendentalism during 
medical training may also have motivated some young British doctors 
to look more closely into the spiritual aspects of biological phenom-
ena, and to become more open to accepting intuition and emotions 
as evidence, an approach that would find expression in the fin-de-siècle 
spiritual revival. The theosophists, occultists, new age thinkers and oth-
ers, within and outside medicine, who became involved in this idealis-
tic movement to unite science and spirituality, some of whom we will 
encounter in subsequent chapters, might be seen as continuing what 
was begun by the transcendental anatomists.

Animals’ Souls and Anti-Vivisection in the 
Nineteenth Century and After

The waning of the influence of Christianity on the anti-cruelty move-
ment in the twentieth century coincided with a greater focus on animals 
themselves. Despite accepting, and even admiring, animals’ rationality 
and learning, the mainstream Christian denominations never bridged 
the gulf between animals and humans: only the latter were made in 
God’s image and could expect a place in the hereafter. By the late-nine-
teenth century, however, the British people had already granted them 
one. Those middle class (for the most part) late Victorians who looked 
forward to being reunited with their companion animals in the world to 
come, and mourned their passing in this, probably felt neither hopeless 
nor heathen. They developed rituals, resembling human funeral prac-
tices, to mark the passing of their animal companions: post-mortem 
photographs, a popular means of preserving memories of deceased fam-
ily members by posing them for the last time within the family group, 
were taken of animals and those who mourned them, and there were 
animal funeral services, cemeteries, gravestones, elegies, and mourning 
cards.57 To some, this seemed an excessive indulgence in sentimental-
ity, and to others, anthropomorphism, but it was also the expression of 
a popular, inclusive theology of animals that, in defiance of orthodoxy, 
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granted them souls that survived death, and opened to them the gates 
of heaven. Paradoxically, perhaps, it was easier to mourn lives when 
there was some prospect of reunion, and to lay flowers on the grave of a 
favourite dog in anticipation of a shared life to come:

Not hopeless, round this calm sepulchral spot,
        A wreath presaging life we twine;
If God be love, what sleeps below was not
        Without a spark divine.58

Vivisectionists, of course, took a different view, and while they did 
not often discuss such matters, it seems that no-one who believed that 
animals had souls made a practice of vivisecting them. Perhaps some 
who vivisected did not believe in souls at all, for the conflict between 
vivisection and anti-vivisection was beginning to align itself with that 
of materialism versus anti-materialism (or spiritualism, if you prefer). 
Many of the most controversial and well publicised animal experiments 
involved the brain, an organ that vivisectionists treated as a mechanism, 
but whose subtle workings anti-vivisectionists such as Cobbe did not 
feel could ever be revealed by the physiologist’s knife:

The common passion for science in general and for physiology in particu-
lar, and the prevalent materialistic belief that the secrets of the Mind can 
be best explored in matter, undoubtedly account in no small matter for the 
vehemence of the new pursuit of original physiological investigations.59

At the turn of the century it remained a matter of great controversy 
whether evolution could have been responsible for the emergence of 
the most complex cognitive faculties, including the human capacity for 
love, imagination, and feeling, or whether there were some transcendent 
aspects of thought and consciousness that could never be explained in 
biological terms.60 The two great founders of evolutionary theory disa-
greed: Darwin thought that evolution could account for these mental 
phenomena, Alfred Russel Wallace (1823–1913) that it could not.

For Christians who felt their humanity threatened by talk of the 
 evolution of rationality, one solution was to emphasise the  spiritual 
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uniqueness of humankind, allowing that animals were rational and 
capable of feeling and suffering, but according humans alone the 
‘spark divine’ of an immortal soul. It was presumably a conviction that 
humans were in some spiritual way ontologically different from ani-
mals that led many Christian clergy in early-twentieth century Britain 
to sign up for the pro-vivisection Research Defence Society (on which, 
see Chap. 6): they saw human lives as of intrinsically greater value to 
God than those of brute creation, because God had imparted some-
thing to us that mere biology could not. From a mundane perspective, 
most Churches had no wish to deny the theory of evolution, forcing 
the faithful to choose between religion and science, so they pragmati-
cally confined the divine likeness in humankind to the immaterial part, 
leaving animals as mere matter, physically kin to humans, but spiritually 
inconsequential.

Conclusion

We have seen that, in nineteenth-century Britain, the Christian view of 
animals as rational but unspiritual was challenged by claims that they 
were either ensouled individually or were part of a collective world soul, 
and thus were not, as mainstream churches taught, categorically distinct 
from humans in a spiritual or metaphysical sense. When a few advanced 
followers of Pythagorean and Eastern thought proposed that the souls 
of animals might subsist after death, and that transmigration of souls 
between animals and humans might occur, this introduced a concept of 
the soul that was fundamentally different from that of the Christian tra-
dition: a life-force that was constantly changing, reforming and repeat-
ing, rather than an artefact eternally linked to the human body for 
which it had been created.

Transcendentalism inculcated a similar, non-Christian, perspective, 
according to which humans were only one expression of a universal 
creative force of nature—arising, developing, and becoming extinct like 
all living things. For transcendentalists, neither humans nor animals 
could expect an individual afterlife, but the dynamic system in which 
all participated could be said to be endowed with a common soul, and 
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death could be seen not as an end, but a return to the source that all life 
shared.61 This holistic view of life on earth, the concept of mankind as 
transient, and the notion of a life-force common to humans and ani-
mals, were strong arguments against vivisection for those who accepted 
them. Though transcendentalists were sometimes condemned in the 
nineteenth century as atheists, their position was much closer to that 
of pantheism. Along with other non-Christian faiths, elements of their 
thinking influenced the development of the spiritual revival, and it is to 
this movement and its consequences for the welfare of animals in the 
twentieth century that we shall now turn.
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To Josiah Oldfield (1863–1953) belongs the distinction of having 
founded Britain’s, and quite possibly the world’s, first anti-vivisection 
hospital, the short-lived Hospital of St Francis, which opened in 1898 
at 145 New Kent Road in South London. Oldfield is now remembered, 
if at all, as a pioneering dietary reformer; a bearded, Bible-quoting, 
besmocked prophet of fruitarianism who devoted his considerable intel-
lectual energy to a raft of utopian projects: a vegetarian hospital, a frui-
tarian colony, a programme of dietetics. To his critics he was a crank, 
but it was not easy to dismiss the arguments of a Middle Temple bar-
rister, medical graduate and Oxford Doctor of Law. Oldfield’s medical 
career was an unusual one, pursued outside conventional hospital circles 
and devoted to a health reform programme whose principles included 
a cruelty-free diet, a more natural lifestyle, and an emphasis on spirit-
ual as well as physical health. His work is considered here for the light 
it sheds on a broader health and spiritual reform movement that drew 
on influences as diverse as Eastern philosophy, transcendentalism and 
Darwinism to promote a worldview of ‘universal kinship’ and har-
mony with nature.1 This movement, which included vegetarians, anti-
vivisectionists and other social improvers, approached the new century 
in anticipation of a new age in which materialism would be tempered 
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by spiritualism and true science would flourish, heralding an age of 
 prosperity in which violence and oppression, including the abuse of 
 animals, would no longer have a place.

Oldfield set about building this utopia by establishing ‘healthian’ col-
onies in the South East of England—the warmest region and thus the 
best suited to the outdoor work, fruitarian diet, nudity and sun baths 
that his followers were encouraged to enjoy. The locals regarded these 
communes of free-living fruitarians with suspicion, but Oldfield’s strat-
egy also included vegetarian and anti-vivisection hospitals that he hoped 
would demonstrate the practical benefits a meat- and cruelty-free life-
style. His projects were typical of the new age movement in that, while 
attractive to a minority, they failed to win enough support among peo-
ple of influence or achieve the necessary level of popular acceptance to 
bring about significant social change. The first world war undermined 
public confidence in the prospect of creating a cruelty-free utopia, but 
the final straw for the back-to-nature movement was the subsequent 
 co-option of ‘green’ ideology by British fascists, which, along with its 
links with German National Socialism, made its values seem subversive 
and treasonable as Britain once more prepared for war.

The Food Reform Movement in Britain

The antecedents of the back-to-nature movement lay in social vegetari-
anism, of which Oldfield was a lifelong champion. In Britain, organized 
vegetarianism had been linked from the outset with Fabianism and, in 
particular, the Concordium (1838–1848), a utopian socialist commu-
nity that collectively sought the inspiration of the ‘Triune Universal Spirit’, 
and whose journal, the New Age, Concordium Gazette, and Temperance 
Advocate, placed health at the centre of an idealistic programme of anti-
militarism, temperance and ‘vegetarianism’ (veganism in modern termi-
nology), which was extoled as the ‘beginning and end of all true reforms’.2 
The Concordium, in turn, traced its roots to the American transcendental-
ist movement—which had a much broader social emphasis than the scien-
tific transcendentalism taught in British medical schools—and named its 
Surrey headquarters after the New England transcendentalist philosopher 
Amos Bronson Alcott (1799–1888).
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The ethical socialists of the Concordium were concerned about animal 
welfare for different reasons than the anti-cruelty societies. While the lat-
ter were worried that working class cruelty, left unchecked, would spread 
and threaten the stability of society, socialists thought that cruelty was 
imposed from above, and that the harsh dominance of mankind over ani-
mals both mirrored and encouraged the exploitation of the poor by the 
rich. Though the Concordium lasted only 10 years, after its demise other 
socialist groups took up the cause. One of these was the Humanitarian 
League, founded in 1891 by Henry Stephens Salt (1851–1939), who 
became its General Secretary and editor of its journals. The League 
opposed the infliction of avoidable suffering on any sentient being, cam-
paigning against corporal and capital punishment and blood sports as well 
as vivisection. Salt himself was an ethical vegetarian, an anti-vivisectionist 
and a pacifist—a not uncommon combination among socialists—who 
believed that the new-found kinship with animals that had been revealed 
by Darwin’s theory of evolution warranted the extension of rights to the 
non-human ‘races’. Animal rights was something of a surrogate cause 
among socialists, because they assumed, with reasoning the reverse of 
Thomas Taylor’s, that if animals were recognised as having rights, humans 
could not possibly be denied them:

[The] notion of the life of an animal having ‘no moral purpose’, belongs to 
a class of ideas which cannot possibly be accepted by the advanced human-
itarian thought of the present day—it is a purely arbitrary assumption, 
at variance with our best instincts, at variance with our best science, and 
absolutely fatal (if the subject be clearly thought out) to any full realiza-
tion of animals’ rights. If we are ever going to do justice to the lower races 
[i.e., animals], we must get rid of the antiquated notion of a ‘great gulf ’ 
fixed between them and mankind, and must recognize the common bond 
of humanity that unites all living beings in one universal brotherhood.3

Perhaps the most prominent of the organizations that carried on the 
Concordium’s work after its closure were the Vegetarian Society and 
the Order of the Golden Age, both of which aimed to improve health 
and morals by introducing a lifestyle that was less cruel and more in 
harmony with the natural world, and to both of which Oldfield would 
make a significant contribution.
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Oldfield joined the Vegetarian Society in the 1860s while he was a 
theological student at Oxford. The Society had been founded in 1847, 
primarily to promote vegetarianism on health grounds, but from the 
beginning it had political and religious overtones. Its membership, 
which was never more than a few hundred, included ex-members of the 
Concordium, doctrinally vegetarian Christians such as Cowherdites, 
and a handful of undergraduates prepared to sign up to a somewhat 
controversial cause. The Oxford branch served as a kind of club for 
left-leaning social crusaders, and joining it was a particularly provoca-
tive move for a theological student, since ethical vegetarianism seemed 
to run counter to the conventional Christian wisdom that animals had 
been placed on earth for the benefit of mankind.4

Oldfield’s motivation, however, seems to have lain primarily in social 
concerns: he hoped that vegetarianism would combat poverty and ill 
health (by encouraging the poor to spend more on vegetables and less 
on strong drink5), and that putting a stop to the cruel slaughter of ani-
mals would lead to a more peaceful and humane society. He carried his 
desire for social improvement into practice after finishing his theological 
studies, declining to take holy orders as expected and instead pursuing 
a career first in law and then in medicine, but he also did his best to 
relieve the sufferings of animals, publishing A Groaning Creation, a char-
acteristic blend of logical argument and impassioned rhetoric, followed 
by A Tale of Shame and Cruelty, in which he described the torments to 
which animals were subjected as they were transported and slaughtered 
for food, and advocated vegetarianism, ‘a natural and humane diet’, as 
the way to avoid it.6

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Oldfield also joined the 
Order of the Golden Age, a Christian dietary reform movement founded 
in 1882 with four grades of membership: the lowest required members to 
believe in the Apostles’ Creed, rise early, dress soberly, and be ‘humane’, 
while the higher grades required progressive abstinence from meat, fish 
and alcohol.7 The Order organized vegetarian banquets and lectures ‘for 
the furtherance of our propaganda’,8 its stated aims being ‘[t]o proclaim a 
message of Peace and Happiness, Health and Purity, Life and Power’, and 
‘[t]o hasten the coming of the Golden Age when Love and Righteousness 
shall reign upon earth… by proclaiming obedience to the laws of God’.9
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Membership was more controversial than it might appear, to the 
extent that the family of one early member suspected (wrongly, as 
it turned out) that her link with the Order had been the cause of her 
being committed to a lunatic asylum.10 To the uninitiated, vegetarian-
ism seemed an irrational practice, and the Order’s mission to live in 
peace and harmony with the animal kingdom, ridiculous: one news-
paper suggested that mad dogs, runaway bulls and tigers should be 
allowed to join.11 Those people who did enlist saw themselves as mis-
understood pioneers, even revolutionaries, and hoped eventually to con-
vert millions to the ‘simpler habits of life’, and so transform society by 
ending food shortages and ushering in a ‘Reign of Plenty’ that would 
put an end to war and disease.12

As a lawyer, Oldfield accepted that animals had some rights, such as 
‘the inherent right of the non-human races to be exempted from the 
infliction of pain…’,13 and he campaigned actively for human rights, 
founding the Society for the Abolition of Capital Punishment, touring 
India to study the workings of its legal system, and publishing Hanging 
for Murder (1908) in a bid to get the law on judicial execution changed. 
It is significant, therefore, that he never called for legislation to protect 
laboratory animals, presumably because he expected to end vivisection 
not in the courts, but by bringing about a cultural change that would 
restore humankind to a more natural and compassionate relationship 
with the animal world—a cause to which he would devote his life.

The Oriolet Vegetarian Hospital

Having abandoned law for medicine, and while still a medical student, 
Oldfield set himself up as ‘warden’ of a pioneering vegetarian hospital 
that proved popular with patients, though it did not escape the contro-
versy that consistently dogged his endeavours. The Oriolet Hospital, a 
converted villa with spacious gardens in Loughton on the Eastern out-
skirts of London, opened in 1895 with an endorsement from the Order 
of the Golden Age.14 With the assistance of a visiting medical officer, 
Oldfield admitted a total of 190 patients in its first year: men, women 
and children suffering from everything from eczema to varicose veins to 
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paraplegia, all of whom received ‘dietetic treatment’. So optimistic was 
Oldfield that he could also cure carcinoma, sarcoma and epithelioma 
with a vegan diet that he advertised for patients with these conditions, 
who were to be admitted for free.15

The meat- and alcohol-free diet was apparently well tolerated, as it 
was never found necessary to vary the rule that no ‘fish, flesh, or fowl’ 
was served. What started as the complaints book was soon filled with 
compliments from patients who showed a suspiciously good grasp of 
the hospital’s purpose: one saw it ‘as a proof of what the Vegetarian 
diet and Hygienic principles properly carried out, will do for suffer-
ing humanity’, while another hoped that vegetarianism would become 
‘widely known and recommended… as I am sure it will be by all who 
have given it a fair trial’. Oldfield’s local appeals for his ‘pioneer hos-
pital in humane dietetics’ attracted gifts of everything from fruit and 
vegetables to framed Bible verses, but the hospital relied for financial 
support primarily on its chairman, the shipbuilder Arnold Frank Hills 
(1857–1927), himself an ardent vegetarian and teetotaller, who kept the 
it afloat by contributing hundreds of pounds a year.16

The medical profession of the time generally disapproved of dietary 
therapy, and though Oldfield graduated LRCP, MRCS in 1897 and was 
duly entered in the medical register, he was not welcomed into the fold. 
According to a critical piece in the BMJ, aimed at the Oriolet, hospitals 
that relied on ‘some special fad or other as to diet…’ tended to do well 
only because they attracted likeminded patients who had faith in the 
treatments they received there, but they were actually a kind of ‘medical 
sack racing’, because patients got better in spite of the restrictions rather 
than because of them. The British Medical Association (BMA), which 
published the BMJ, was essentially a trade union, whose defence of its 
members’ interests included opposing ‘faddism’ wherever they found 
it: ‘Abstinence from animal food is one of these fads, abstinence from 
alcohol is another. We have not yet heard of a hospital founded on the 
principle of abstaining from the use of opium…’. They admitted that 
the results from the Oriolet seemed ‘perfectly good’, but concluded that 
‘[a]ll these one-legged institutions are tarred with the same brush in this 
respect, that the patient in choosing his hospital chooses his treatment, 
which is ethically wrong’.17
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The same might have been said of any hospital, but vegetarianism 
troubled the BMA because they thought doctors were recommend-
ing it on religious or socio-political grounds rather than medical ones. 
Whether a regime worked in practice was immaterial if it was chosen 
for the wrong reasons: what the BMA was opposed to was ideological 
medicine, insisting that the individual patient’s best interests must be 
addressed disinterestedly in every case. Of course, one could find many 
examples where mainstream medicine was as ideological as any of the 
alternatives, but the principle that doctors should not impose their own 
moral values on patients left vegetarians and anti-vivisectionists vulnera-
ble to accusations that they were pushing their own ethical agenda. The 
Master of the Rolls (Chief Justice of the Court of Appeal) did, however, 
dismiss an objection from the profession’s leaders that a vegetarian hos-
pital should not operate as a charity because its primary purpose was 
‘the propagation of a fad’ rather than the treatment of the sick, though 
the courts later came to the opposite conclusion with regard to anti- 
vivisection charities, with dire consequences for their funding.18

The Hospital of St Francis

In March 1897, Oldfield announced a plan to open an anti-vivisection 
hospital:

In commemoration of the Queen’s Jubilee, the anti-vivisectionists of this 
country and the Continent have decided to found a hospital on what 
they call purely humanitarian lines. It is meant to be a protest against ‘all 
forms of cruelty and especially of vivisection’. It is proposed to call it ‘The 
Hospital of St. Francis’, in memory of Saint Francis of Assissi [sic]. It will 
be built in the south of London, where the need for a general hospital is 
very pressing.19

Although he was, at the time, a member of the Executive Committee 
of the Victoria Street Society, and despite the lofty allusion to inter-
national anti-vivisectionists, St Francis’s was Oldfield’s personal initia-
tive. As such, the plan was characteristically both idealistic and shrewd: 
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a South London Hospital would fly the flag for anti-vivisection at the 
same time as helping the poor who, in a district desperately short of 
hospital beds, would gladly accept any treatment offered to them. In 
such a deprived area, suitable (or, as it turned out, unsuitable) prem-
ises could be acquired relatively cheaply, and as St Francis’s was the only 
anti-vivisection hospital in Britain, there would be no alternative for 
donors who wished to support a hospital while being certain they were 
not funding vivisection.

Oldfield was a persuasive and determined fundraiser who cast his nets 
widely. Public feeling against ‘vivisecting hospitals’ was running high 
after a pamphlet campaign against them by the leading anti-vivisection-
ist Stephen Coleridge (1854–1936), and Oldfield appealed to potential 
donors’ religious fervour, exhorting them to ‘… rise in your millions 
and pour into the crucible of healing your golden rings…’, in order 
to ‘… build a fair and beauteous temple of healing’.20 This was a time 
when devout ladies were known to give up their jewels to adorn the 
sacred vessels in Anglo-Catholic churches, and St Francis’s, as its name 
proclaimed, was manifestly a Christian institution, ‘an aspiration after 
the gentleness of the divine’ that could ‘brook no delay’ because those 
who supported it were ‘On the King’s [i.e., Jesus Christ’s] business’.

Although Oldfield’s own faith was idiosyncratic and barely contain-
able even within the very broad limits of Anglicanism, it had every 
appearance of being heartfelt. He spoke, wrote and even looked—
white-bearded, white-suited, and white-coated—like a prophet charged 
with bringing God’s message of compassion to the world. ‘No man hav-
ing the Christ-Spirit within his heart, can see animals ill-treated with-
out a protest!’,21 he thundered, but though he made every oratorical 
effort to persuade local people to support the hospital out of generos-
ity of spirit, he shrewdly threw in an appeal to self-interest, promising 
humane treatment, in contrast to the abuses and indifference he cleverly 
implied awaited any patients of limited means who found themselves in 
a teaching hospital bed at the mercy of experimentalists:

Let no demand for ‘material’ [as teaching hospitals sometimes tactlessly 
described their patients] ever sully the beauty of [the Hospital’s] teaching. 
Let every patient be looked upon as a casket of priceless worth…. Let no 
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shadow of inflicted pain upon compulsory victims shut out the sunlight 
of God’s grace… the dying hours shall be sacred, and the body, though 
the gentle spirit has passed on, shall still be a thing of reverence.

For potential donors, the alternative was stark: money given to the 
Prince of Wales’s Fund (later the King’s Fund), the principal charity that 
distributed money to London’s voluntary hospitals, would, according to 
Oldfield, ‘go to strengthen the state that exists and to perpetuate things 
as they are’.22

This did not endear him to the charity fraternity, and as early as 
1898, before his hospital had even opened, the Charity Organization 
Society (COS), a semi-official watchdog, stepped into investigate his 
fundraising efforts. Their inspector, Charles Carthew, was unimpressed 
by Oldfield’s London office, where his representative, ‘a young man got 
up á la Bohemian’, seemed to know little about the proposed hospital, 
even mixing up anti-vivisection with anti-vaccination (the two were not 
yet linked, though they would become so).23 When Carthew finally met 
Oldfield he came away with the impression, as many others did, that he 
was ‘not altogether straight’, though his investigations discovered only 
that Oldfield was a barrister with chambers in Mitre Court, resident 
medical officer to the Oriolet Hospital in Loughton, and the author of 
monographs on ‘Tuberculosis’ and ‘Starch as a food in nature’.24 The 
COS concluded he was acting in ‘good faith’, but advised donors not to 
support his hospital on the grounds that it was likely to prove of scant 
public benefit.25 More candidly, they told Walter Vaughan Morgan 
(1831–1916), a potential donor who would later become a commit-
tee member of the National Anti-Vivisection Hospital (as well as Lord 
Mayor of London and a baronet), that St Francis’s was being set up for 
Oldfield’s ‘private purposes’, and that he had a bank account jointly in 
his own name and that of the hospital. This disclosure cost Oldfield 
Vaughan Morgan’s support, and the COS presumably gave similarly dis-
couraging replies to other enquirers.26

That the hospital would be of little public benefit was true in so far 
as it had too few beds to make an appreciable difference to the sick of 
South London, but Oldfield intended it primarily as propaganda for the 
anti-vivisection cause, and even a small but flourishing hospital would 
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have sufficed to show that cruelty-free medicine was a viable prospect. 
Regrettably, the official opening of the hospital, in April 1898, went 
almost unnoticed, and when the COS inspector arrived unannounced 
shortly afterwards, he found there were no patients.27 Oldfield was still 
busy seeking sponsors, having already persuaded Stephen Coleridge 
to become the hospital’s chairman, and having recruited an impres-
sive number of vice-presidents, including the Duke of Beaufort, Lords 
Llangattock (1837–1912) and Harberton, and the Dowager Countess 
of Portsmouth (1834–1906).

The number and quality of the hospital’s patrons, most of whom 
probably never even visited it, was conspicuously disproportionate to its 
facilities: after it had been open for two years there were still only eleven 
beds, amply served by three medical officers in addition to Oldfield, and 
overseen by a matron.28 The medical officers were obliged to forswear 
vivisection but the converted town house in which the hospital was 
located—an unimposing, narrow, redbrick building next door to a bicy-
cle factory—possessed no laboratories; the purpose of the pledge was to 
demonstrate their humane principles.29 There was barely enough money 
to keep the tiny anti-vivisection hospital open, but it could claim the 
distinction of being Britain’s first.

Unfortunately, the haste with which St Francis’s was set up prob-
ably did its cause more harm than good. The wards were cramped and 
shabby, a failing not lost on its critics, foremost among whom was the 
financier and doyen of the voluntary hospital system, Sir Henry Burdett 
(1847–1920), who published a damning report in his journal, The 
Hospital, which described St Francis’s as a ‘wretched, grubby little house’ 
with fittings of a ‘poverty-stricken character’. It was obvious to him that 
this ‘curious excrescence on London charity’ was run ‘not for the benefit 
of the patients’ but so that ‘the possibility of treating disease on a non-
meaty diet might be demonstrated’.30 Burdett seems to have confused 
it with the Oriolet, an understandable mistake since Oldfield was best 
known as a vegetarian, a rare thing for a doctor at the time, though the 
staff of St Francis’s were, as Burdett himself noted, permitted to order 
meat if their patients wanted it. It is difficult to dissent from Burdett’s 
judgement that: ‘… the prospects of the institution have been sacri-
ficed to the ambition of those in power on its council to be able to say 
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that there is at least one hospital in London which definitely excludes 
vivisection’, but it is telling that, although only dedicated anti-vivisec-
tionists would have been likely to give to St Francis’s, Burdett, London’s 
greatest hospital fundraiser, was concerned about the precedent that 
might be set by diverting even this tiny amount of charity from the 
many hospitals that came under his financial control.

Burdett’s attack on a hospital with fewer than a dozen beds was as 
disproportionate as the support the hospital attracted: its ten vice-pres-
idents and thirteen patronesses lent their aristocratic names rather than 
their money, but their social cachet helped draw attention to Oldfield’s 
project. If donations from philanthropists opposed to vivisection could 
fully support this one, independent, cruelty-free hospital, then there 
might be scope for more, and the voluntary hospitals would begin to 
find themselves poorer. The signs were worrisome for the orthodox: 
the vicar of St John’s church in Westminster, a supporter of the anti-
vivisection  cause, held his usual collection for the Hospital Sunday 
Fund, which went to London’s voluntary hospitals, followed by a sepa-
rate collection just for the Hospital of St Francis, which raised over five 
times as much.31 The OGA’s periodical, The Herald of the Golden Age, 
probably the most widely circulated vegetarian magazine in the English-
speaking world, urged its readers to ‘let your church collection plate pass 
by if you are doubtful whether they are sound on vivisection’.32 It did 
not matter that most hospitals that received money from the Sunday 
Fund did not experiment on animals and had no facilities to do so, in 
the eyes of the scrupulous they were all tarred with the same brush.

Oldfield sent out begging letters to everyone from Dukes to 
Aldermen, some of whom passed them on to the COS, whose inspec-
tor concluded that ‘On the whole I do not think there is anything very 
definite that can be said against Dr Oldfield…. He is a qualified Doctor 
and the mere fact that he is a rabid vegetarian is not in itself to his dis-
credit’, thought the COS did its best to discourage donors, advising 
them to ‘…leave Dr Oldfield and all his works entirely alone’. Between 
them, Burdett and the COS succeeded in stifling Oldfield’s struggling 
venture; in 1904 he announced a last-ditch plan to relocate the hospi-
tal to Camberwell Green, but the £2000 needed for the move was not 
forthcoming and it closed, the remaining funds being transferred to 
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the newly opened National Anti-Vivisection Hospital in Battersea.33 
According to a press report, St Francis’s had treated over 100,000 out-
patients and 428 in-patients in just under six years.34

Back to Nature

Oldfield next turned his attentions to creating a hospital in the country 
where patients could receive dietary treatment in healthy natural sur-
roundings. The Lady Margaret Hospital in Kent offered fresh air and 
‘dainty fruitarian meals’, but the more esoteric aspects of its programme 
began to arouse suspicions.35 Oldfield’s links with the Order of the 
Golden Age were well known, and an anonymous correspondent, per-
haps confusing it with the esoteric Order of the Golden Dawn, told the 
COS that Oldfield had connections with Swami Laura and Theodore 
Horos, a husband and wife team of serial fraudsters whose Theocratic 
Unity Temple had been the subject of a financial and sexual scandal two 
years earlier.36 In search of evidence, the COS approached the Medical 
Defence Union, a mutual insurance society for medical practitioners, 
of which Oldfield does not seem to have been a member. Nevertheless, 
their representative, Dr Bateman, had apparently heard of him by repu-
tation and was more than happy to pass on a torrent of gossip: Oldfield 
was married but his wife refused to live with him because he was a 
‘crank’ and a ‘sexual pervert [in this context, a womaniser]’, and in Kent 
he had ‘got hold of a lot of silly, foolish women and could do just what 
he liked with them’. For good measure, Bateman told the COS: ‘You 
can’t trust a fellow who lives on nuts … it only makes them more and 
more earthly’.37

By this time, Oldfield had antagonised the medical profession not 
only by using a meat-free diet as therapy and campaigning against 
vivisection, but also by flouting professional and social standards. The 
Lancet complained that he arranged for favourable news stories about 
himself to appear in popular newspapers such as the Daily Mirror and 
Penny Magazine in order to publicise his hospitals, which was almost, 
but not quite, the cardinal medical sin of self-advertising.38 It appears, 
however, that Oldfield, as one might expect of a barrister, was adept 



4 A New Age for a New Century: Anti-Vivisection …     81

at sailing close to the wind. That he was never reported to the General 
Medical Council (GMC), still less investigated by them, despite his 
unpopularity with some sections of the profession and their paymas-
ters, who were presumably watching hawk-like for him to slip up, surely 
indicates that there was no substance to the rumours of misconduct. As 
the GMC would not have ignored complaints from Oldfield’s patients, 
it can be confidently stated that they made none.

Lady Margaret’s was scarcely a hospital in the medical sense at all, 
since its regime relied mostly on healthy living rather than therapeutics. 
Though it retained a link to the more conventional Margaret dispensary 
in London, by 1908, the 400-acre site was known as Margaret Lodge 
Colony, and its proprietor not as ‘Dr Oldfield’ but ‘Mr Warden’. A rep-
resentative from the COS found ‘bareness, cleanliness & want of com-
fort’. Though there was a farm that kept residents supplied with fresh 
milk, butter and eggs, the spartan, meatless regime came as a surprise 
to some new residents: one described the communal accommodation 
as a ‘cowshed’ (it was actually a former oast house), and another found 
the food ‘very nasty’.39 Children brought from the London slums to 
spend a summer helping on the farm left with their health apparently 
improved by clean air and fresh food, though it did not always appear 
so, since after roaming freely in the fields and woods for months they 
arrived home more ragged than ever.40

Heralding the Golden Age

Oldfield’s work in promoting vegetarianism, anti-vivisection, and 
health reform was all part of his commitment to bringing in a golden 
age, to which all these other causes contributed. Vegetarianism and 
anti-vivisection in particular were close allies: when, in 1880, the anti-
vivisection campaigner Anna Kingsford (1846–1888) submitted her 
thesis for a Paris medical degree (which she had scrupulously completed 
without recourse to vivisection), she chose to write it on vegetarian-
ism, a less inflammatory choice than anti-vivisection, though still suf-
ficiently controversial for her to be refused the customary public defence 
of her work. As Vyvyan observed, Kingsford probably intended her 
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anti-vivisection message to be read between the lines of her argument 
for vegetarianism, since the objections to vivisection and meat-eating 
(cruel, brutalising, spiritually coarsening) were essentially the same.41 
When it came to fundraising, anti-vivisectionists and vegetarians often 
worked together: the committee appointed by the VSS to raise funds 
for an anti-vivisection hospital included the President of the Vegetarian 
Society, Ernest Bell (1851–1933).

According to one disgruntled Medical Officer of Health, writing in 
1902, there was a distinctive personality type, which he called ‘the anti’, 
that was common to, among others, anti-vivisectionists, vegetarians, 
teetotallers and advocates of artificial contraception: ‘[he] is frequently 
a nonconformist in religion, usually a supporter of the Opposition in 
politics, and his chief recreations are crusading and the smashing of 
idols’.42 The ‘anti’ was not confined to a particular social group—he, 
or she, was as likely to be found among the aristocracy as the working 
classes—but most were radicals in the true sense of the word, that is to 
say, they believed that human priorities needed to be re-evaluated and 
reformed from the ground up. The ‘antis’ included socialists, feminists, 
pacifists, and others disenchanted with a culture of industrialisation, 
urbanisation, and capitalism, whose calls for a return to a more natu-
ral way of living—the inspiration for the twentieth century back-to-
nature movement—included a boycott of vivisection and meat-eating, 
not merely because these things were harmful to animals, but because a 
society preoccupied with the flesh—whether consuming it for food or 
vivisecting it in search of answers—was thought unlikely to grow spir-
itually, which the reformers thought an essential prerequisite for the 
desired social transformation.

It was to this end that the Order of the Golden Age was ‘recon-
stituted’ in 1904 under the presidency of Sidney Hartnoll Beard  
(1862–1938), with Oldfield on its six-strong General Council.43 Beard 
saw the fight for more humane treatment of animals both as part of the 
new age programme and his Christian duty: ‘the supremacy of Love and 
Gentleness, Spirituality and Mercy’ proclaimed by Jesus ought to be 
extended, he argued, to ‘sub-human’ creatures, who were to be treated 
with ‘beneficence’.44 Oldfield agreed, writing that Christians should 
eschew all forms of killing, including butchering animals to celebrate 
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Christmas.45 Ending the ill-treatment of animals in the farm, the 
slaughterhouse, and the laboratory was a precondition for realizing the 
Golden Age because cruelty, killing, and carnivorism were inherently 
unspiritual:

Is it any wonder that our spirituality is at such a low ebb; that we are 
floundering in a slough of materialistic agnosticism and nescience; that 
we are in bondage to disease and the fear of death; that the barrier which 
separates us from the spiritual world is an opaque wall rather than a trans-
parent veil; that the angels and ministering spirits of the higher spheres, 
either cannot, or will not, commune with such a carnal race of beings; 
that genuine spiritual experience and conscious realization of the Divine 
Presence and Influence, are so rare amongst us that such things are 
scarcely ever mentioned in our Churches …46

The Herald of the Golden Age tried to mobilise opposition to  medical 
vivisection, publishing a condemnation by the surgeon Robert Howell 
Perks (1855–1929), who wrote that it should be ‘regarded as a 
 criminal offense upon Earth—as it already is in Heaven’, and an edi-
torial which said that the reported ‘indifference’ and ‘laughter’ of stu-
dents at University College was proof that vivisection demonstrations 
led to ‘hardening of heart and searing of sensitive feeling’.47 Its sugges-
tion for stemming animal experiments was ‘closer inquisition into the 
[ disposition of the] hospital funds’.48

The OGA’s opposition to vivisection alone would have been enough 
to earn it the disapprobation of the medical profession, had they not 
already been hostile to its vegetarianism. To members of the OGA, it 
was necessary, in order to reach the higher spiritual levels, to abjure the 
flesh-eating habits of wild animals and primitive men.49 The orthodox 
medical view, however, was that meat eating was essential to sustain 
physical health, and that vegetarianism was a dangerous trend. In 1853, 
the Lancet had reported the ‘recovery’ of a vegetarian opium-eater (‘a 
 little, withered creature’) after the restoration of an animal diet.50 Over 
50 years later, that journal still considered vegetarianism  incompatible 
with vigorous health, suggesting in an editorial that its prevalence 
among ‘oriental’ peoples, a point often positively adverted to by its 
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supporters, might explain ‘the marked superiority of the European’, 
and the fact that ‘men have often to be employed in India for work that 
women will do in England…’.51

Vegetarianism was condemned as un-British, un-Christian, and dis-
loyal to one’s fellow humans, for placing their interests and those of ani-
mals on almost the same level. The OGA declared itself ‘above all things 
a society of Christians’, but rather than claiming the traditional ‘domin-
ion’ over animals, took its inspiration from the Old Testament proph-
ecy of a ‘Messianic Age’ (the ‘peaceable kingdom’) in which all creatures 
would live in harmony and killing for food would cease. The Golden 
Age would be achieved when this perfect state of living, the desire for 
which remained latent in the human psyche,52 was finally restored:

The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down 
with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; 
and a little child shall lead them. And the cow and the bear shall feed; 
their young ones shall lie down together: and the lion shall eat straw like 
the ox. And the sucking child shall play on the hole of the asp, and the 
weaned child shall put his hand on the cockatrice’ den. They shall not 
hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain: for the earth shall be full of the 
knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.53

This divinely-mandated state could only be relaized after an extensive 
programme of social reform had swept away vivisection, meat-eating 
and human conflict. At present, the labourers were few, but the work 
was God’s will; as Oldfield wrote in a flyer for his anti-vivisection hos-
pital: ‘The whole creation is groaning and travailing in anguish, and 
praying to be delivered from the body of death…. Now is the epoch 
moment to stamp the coming century for Humanity’.54

Harmony with Nature

In common with the wider new age movement of the late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century, the OGA’s goal was to restore the pre-
eminence of the spiritual in all aspects of life. With regard to science, 
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this meant not protesting against it but working towards a closer union 
between scientific and spiritual thought. Medical science in particu-
lar, they felt, had become too wedded to materialism; its practitioners 
might follow a personal religion, but their faith and their experiments 
occupied different worlds; they were, to borrow a modern phrase, ‘non-
overlapping magisteria’. There was a crucial distinction to be made 
between ‘so-called’ science, practised mostly in the laboratory and con-
strained within narrow parameters, and ‘true science’, which understood 
the world holistically by combining observation and experiment, faith 
and feeling.55

Darwin’s theory of species change, for example, had helped many 
people to understand what transcendentalists and others claimed to 
have known intuitively: that ‘all life is one’. This principle was central to 
the OGA’s mission, and one way for its Christian membership to affirm 
it without compromising their status as adoptive children of God was 
to reconceptualize non-human animals as ‘living souls’ with their own 
hopes, joys and sorrows, ‘similar to our own’, and a similar capacity for 
virtue: according to one contributor to the Herald, a dog that licked the 
hand of a vivisector was as good a moral exemplar as any of the ‘imagi-
nary saints’.56

The reformers’ call for faith and sentiment to guide science in all 
its aspects, including medicine, was of course ignored by most experi-
mentalists, who preferred to keep external interference to a minimum. 
According to Oldfield, however, medical scientists already allowed their 
beliefs to influence their work, though without admitting it: ‘it is abso-
lutely unscientific’, he wrote, ‘to talk about the necessity of sacrificing a 
thousand dogs or guinea-pigs if need be to save one human life, because 
we do not know the comparative values about which we are pretend-
ing to dogmatize’. Vivisectionists, he claimed, assumed a priori that ani-
mals’ lives had a lower value than human ones, but had no scientific 
justification for their position; it could be challenged, and Oldfield did 
so: ‘I have seen a semi-human dog and I have seen a semi-reptilic imbe-
cile man, and … I should have estimated the life of that so-called dog 
to be of more value than the life of that so-called man’. A few pages 
later, he spelled it out even more bluntly: ‘Some non-humans may be of 
more value than some humans…’. His characteristically immodest but 
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ingenious argument was that, as the value of animals’ lives could only 
be judged intuitively and not scientifically, those best able to do so were 
those, like himself, who had attained a ‘higher’ awareness of nature:

The higher science … is always reverent in the presence of the mystery 
of life…. The higher the man the more nearly he approaches to those 
heights of scientia and gnosis, which are the crowning stamp of the true 
scientist, the more reverence he has for his fellow traveller – a true brother 
in the eyes of science – on the same spiral pathway of vitality, towards a 
perfection of evolution.57

The key question was how to acquire this profound understand-
ing: the Golden Age was gnostic in the sense that the deeper knowl-
edge that Oldfield and others laid claim to could not be grasped by all, 
at least not in the current state of the world, but was achievable only 
after long study and reflexion, and with the benefit of spiritual insight. 
One way to obtain the latter was to study other spiritual and religious 
traditions, and in practice the OGA’s theology tended towards syncre-
tism, with some of its members anticipating that the future would see 
the establishment of a ‘world religion’.58 These theological develop-
ments had possible benefits for animals: it was suggested that the fail-
ure of Christians to recognise that animals had souls that survived death 
placed them ‘on a lower spiritual plane’ than Buddhists, and that by 
making a leap of faith and accepting the possibility of human and ani-
mal reincarnation, Christians could begin to strive for a better life for 
all creatures on Earth, rather than selfishly working towards their own 
salvation.59

The influence of Eastern philosophy and religion was also mediated 
through theosophy, which was closely linked with anti-vivisection. The 
Theosophical Society and the Victoria Street Society were founded in 
the same year, and had common purposes and supporters to the extent 
that, according to Vyvyan, they were practically sister movements. The 
anti-vivisection and vegetarian doctor Anna Kingsford was instrumental 
in converting the prominent theosophist Annie Besant to the humane 
movement, and in turn was herself converted to theosophy, becoming 
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president of the Theosophical Society’s London branch in 1883, and 
launching a psychic war against the vivisectionists Paul Bert (1833–86), 
Claude Bernard and Louis Pasteur, a campaign in which she claimed 
some success.60

Many other prominent vegetarians were active theosophists, includ-
ing the Vegetarian Society’s London secretary (and ex Concordium 
member), George Dornbusch (1819–1873); Constance Wachtmeister 
(1838–1910, a close friend of Blavatsky), and the homoeopath Dr 
Leopold Salzer (d. 1907), author of The Psychic Aspect of Vegetarianism.61 
Vyvyan quotes Kingsford’s 1883 speech welcoming the author and the-
osophist A.P. Sinnett from India: ‘Some of us have dreamed that our 
English Branch of the Theosophical Society is destined to become the 
ford across the stream which so long has separated the East from the 
West, religion from science, heart from mind, and love from learn-
ing…’.62 The same objectives were shared by the Order of the Golden 
Age and the anti-vivisection movement.

Theosophical, vegetarian and anti-vivisection societies tended, like 
the OGA, to attract people who had become disenchanted with mate-
rialism and scientific ‘progress’—it is difficult to imagine them flourish-
ing in pre-industrial Britain—but they were more than just refuges for 
intellectual refuseniks who yearned for a bucolic utopia that had never 
existed. They preached a gospel of peace, compassion and spiritual 
awareness that they hoped would make the new century the beginning 
of a new age, an age inspired by the Old Testament prophecy of the 
Messianic Kingdom, and foretold by astrologers as the Age of Aquarius, 
which was the ‘Sign of the Son of Man’.63 In the years leading up to 
the Great War, it seemed that the OGA’s conciliatory and harmoni-
ous ideals might prevail: minor royals, members of the nobility and 
senior army officers all attended its fundraising concerts, which had a 
pastoral theme, and enjoyed music and readings extolling the glories 
of creation, even if they were not sufficiently moved by them to give 
up meat  eating.64 An unlikely late enthusiast for the Order’s objectives 
of combating ‘physical deterioration, disease, and intemperance’ was 
Edward VII, who sent them a message of support as he lay dying in 
Buckingham Palace.65
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New Age Politics

Vegetarianism and anti-vivisection did not, of course, fulfil their prom-
ise to convert humanity to a more peaceful way of life. The Golden Age 
never dawned, and the dreams of a peaceable kingdom were shattered 
by the Great War. Materialism and patriotism became the default posi-
tions, and advocates of holistic science, natural living, and international 
peace were relegated to a marginal counterculture along with dress 
reformers, naturists, homoeopaths, occultists and sexual liberators, most 
of whom were linked in the public mind with the politics of Liberalism, 
Socialism, or even Anarchism, and were thought of at best as eccentrics, 
and at worst as traitors to their country.66 According to the Lancet, the 
typical vegetarian was a seditious malcontent who ‘…cultivates a num-
ber of what may be called anti-isms. He is anti-alcoholist, anti-vivisec-
tionist, anti-vaccinationist, anti-capitalist, anti-bellumist, anti-patriotist. 
He is anti-penalist, and … anti-restraintist, and would abolish all luna-
tic asylums, rightly from his own point of view, for so he would escape 
the risk of losing his own liberty’.67 This was 1916, and a psychiatrist 
was publicly stating in a leading medical journal that vegetarians and 
anti-vivisectionists were lunatics who deserved to be locked up.

During the Great War, Oldfield (a pacifist, of course) temporarily 
abandoned his hospitals to command a casualty clearing station, a ser-
vice for which he was promoted Lieutenant Colonel and mentioned in 
dispatches.68 He was said never to have had a day’s illness, but was inva-
lided out of the army in 1918 after being thrown from his horse.69 He 
then purchased Margaret Manor near Sittingbourne, which he set up as 
a fruitarian colony with cottages for adults and communal accommoda-
tion for children. According to the advertising, girls were taught frui-
tarian cookery, and boys, farming, but the children sent there from the 
slums were left largely unsupervised to roam, and sometimes get lost, in 
the surrounding countryside.70 There was little use of medicines: ‘epi-
leptics’ and ‘mental cases’ were the commonest types of patients treated 
there, and those with infectious diseases were banned. Oldfield did, 
however, take up obstetrics with some success, and acquired an orchard 
by the characteristically shrewd strategy of inviting all new parents 
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to pay for the planting of a commemorative tree.71 On Sundays, he 
would attend divine service in the Manor’s private chapel, where Sister 
Francesca, the mother of his illegitimate daughter, played the organ.72 
In the three years from 1920, Margaret Manor received just £190 in 
subscriptions, most of which were spent on postage stamps for further 
charity appeals, but it now had enough long-term residents, who paid 
up to three guineas a week, to enable Oldfield to close his other estab-
lishments and concentrate on running the Manor as a new age retreat.73

The OGA attracted fewer members after the First World War, and 
survived on legacies as ageing spiritualists and animal-loving wid-
ows died off—in 1927, for example, Edith Annie Douglas-Hamilton 
(1871–1927) left £25,000 to the Theosophical Society, £10,000 to anti-
vivisection and £5000 to the OGA.74 By this time, Margaret Manor 
was far from being the only option for people who wished to pursue 
a more natural lifestyle. Popular outdoor organizations such as the 
Scout Movement, the Order of Woodcraft Chivalry, and the Kibbo Kift 
(archaic Cheshire dialect for ‘proof of great strength’) all encouraged 
their members to spend time living in, learning about, and respecting 
nature. Though this fondness for outdoor pursuits, folkloric traditions 
and clean living seemed (and sometimes was) the epitome of pastoral 
innocence, it was not a great step from respecting nature to worshipping 
it (the rituals of Woodcraft Chivalry and Kibbo Kift influenced those 
of modern Wicca), or from escaping from capitalist society to rebelling 
against it.

In 1932, the Kibbo Kift allied itself with the Social Credit movement, 
a scheme for redistributing wealth, whose founder Major C.H. Douglas 
(1879–1952) blamed Britain’s economic problems on ‘international Jewry’ 
and hoped to solve them by paying the British poor for not working. The 
result was the Green Shirt Movement for Social Credit, an anti-capitalist,  
anti-government and anti-Semitic group whose aggressive greenness for-
tunately went no further than minor acts of civil disobedience such as 
throwing green-painted bricks through government windows.75 Had 
things gone their way, they might have started a radical back-to-nature 
movement in Britain, but no right wing, or green, party ever came close 
to power. The only European regime officially to endorse natural living, 
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promote spiritual harmony with nature, and ban vivisection, was National 
Socialist Germany.76

For British fascists, hoping to bring in an age of national prosper-
ity by breaking the power of ‘international financiers’ (for which, read 
‘Jews’), a ‘natural’ mode of living was that which corresponded to their 
own ideology. Even their promise that a natural lifestyle would improve 
physical and mental health had a dark side, which was that a multitude 
of problems afflicting the British people, from cancer to criminality, and 
idiocy to unemployment, could be blamed on malign, and implicitly 
unnatural, influences such as meat eating, alcohol drinking, and moral 
and physical degeneracy.77 In his old age, Oldfield became increasingly 
concerned that fresh air and cruelty-free living would not be enough 
to reverse the problem of human degeneration, which could only be 
confronted by enforcing standards of racial health and purity. In 1944, 
he wrote in Healing and the Conquest of Pain, that ‘…the crossing of a 
negro with a white woman is fraught with many curious genetic prob-
lems…’, and advocated euthanasia for ‘idiots’.78

While interest in back-to-nature living on the part of British fas-
cists temporarily boosted recruitment, and legacies, to the OGA (one 
Herbert Jones of Liverpool divided his estate between, among others, 
the OGA, the RSPCA, the Vegetarian Society, the Malthusian League, 
and the British Fascisti), it went into terminal decline following the 
death of Beard in 1938. In Britain on the eve of war, the Order’s fas-
cist links were a humiliating liability, and it decamped to South Africa, 
where it survived until 1959.79 The continuation of the humane move-
ment in the post-war period will be the subject of chapter seven, but 
we will first consider the successor to Oldfield’s anti-vivisection hospital, 
and the medical profession’s response to it.
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What exactly was an anti-vivisection hospital? The question arose at an 
inquest into the death of a child, Mabel Florence Jones, in 1908. She 
had been treated at the National Anti-Vivisection Hospital in Battersea, 
South London, for ‘a clean-cut wound in her head’; a few weeks later, 
she suddenly became ill and was taken to St Bartholomew’s Hospital, 
where it was discovered that her skull was fractured. According to the 
house surgeon at St Bart’s, the fracture would have been discovered 
sooner if the child had been ‘properly examined’ at Battersea, but Dr 
Ronald da Costa, the Anti-Vivisection Hospital’s resident medical 
officer, told the court he had examined the child thoroughly and that 
the fracture must have been the result of ‘a subsequent accident’. The 
background to the case suggests parental neglect: the child had been 
dirty when taken to hospital, and at Bart’s the surgeon had found it 
‘extremely difficult to get a history’ from the mother, who first said that 
Mabel had been hit by a pickaxe carelessly thrown over a wall, and then 
that she had ‘knocked her head against the table’. Unfortunately, poor 
record-keeping left the Anti-Vivisection Hospital struggling to defend 
itself. Dr da Costa, a former Indian Army surgeon with 30 years’ expe-
rience, admitted his hands had been ‘pretty full’, as in addition to the 
hospital’s in-patients, he attended out-patients from six-thirty until 
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eleven in the evening, seeing scores of patients who paid four pence 
each. Battersea, the court heard, was one of the poorest suburbs of 
London, and in Henley Street, where the Joneses lived, slum-dwellers 
were ‘huddled together like sheep’.1

The Coroner tried to clarify the objects of the hospital that was treat-
ing so many poor South Londoners: ‘I see in your hospital’s annual 
report the words, “No experiments on patients”. What do they mean?’ 
he asked da Costa, who replied: ‘I don’t know. I don’t suppose any hos-
pital has experiments on patients. We perform every kind of opera-
tion’. The hospital’s secretary (chief administrator), G.W.F. Robbins, 
explained that it meant no interventions for the sake of knowledge 
rather than the benefit of patients. To the Coroner’s suggestion that 
this implied other hospitals did experiment, Robbins answered ‘Not 
in the least’.2 It seemed, however, that local people thought otherwise: 
one of the medical men present had heard that some people were afraid 
to go into hospital in case they were experimented on. The accounts 
of ‘human vivisection’ that sometimes appeared in British newspapers 
referred to therapeutic experiments in European hospitals rather than 
patients being dissected alive in Britain, but they probably stoked fears 
that London’s medical men did not willingly confine their researches to 
animals.3 The Anti-Vivisection Hospital, by requiring its staff to sign a 
personal pledge not to experiment on animals or humans, was deliber-
ately presenting itself as a safer alternative to Bart’s and other London 
teaching hospitals where vivisectionists worked.

Thanks to the indefatigable Stephen Coleridge, everybody thought 
they knew where London’s vivisectionists were. In 1901, he had pub-
lished a list, The Metropolitan Hospitals and Vivisection, with a ‘blood-
red band’ of ‘fearsome appearance’ against the names of the offending 
hospitals and schools. This caused serious concern to London’s teach-
ing hospitals, which feared that the ‘stream of charity’ might be diverted 
away from them if donors thought they were paying for vivisection, 
and there ensued a convoluted public argument over how much, if 
any, charitable giving actually found its way into the laboratories of 
vivisectionists. To add insult to financial injury, Coleridge used the 
familiar anti-vivisection argument from the nineteenth century—that 
vivisectionists were, or became, callous and were thus unfit to attend 
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patients—to imply that teaching hospital staff were blasé about using 
their patients for research: the London School of Tropical Medicine’s 
boast of ‘an adequate supply of clinical material for purposes of instruc-
tion’ was a circumlocution, he told his readers, for ‘the prostrate bodies 
of the sick’.4 He knew that money was being raised for a new hospi-
tal that would promise freedom from experimentation, and to which 
donors would be able to give with the assurance that they were not sup-
porting animal research.

Josiah Oldfield’s tiny, shabby, hastily conceived Hospital of St Francis 
(discussed in the previous chapter) was, though ground-breaking, 
scarcely a flagship for the cause, and Coleridge, its chairman, had plans 
to open a larger hospital once the money had been raised to buy suit-
able premises. St Francis’s had at least shown that it was possible for an 
anti-vivisection hospital to survive without the support of the medi-
cal establishment. Furthermore, it seemed to have caused them some 
anxiety: the great Sir Henry Burdett had taken the trouble to attack 
Oldfield’s ‘little hospital in the New Kent Road run on the cheap and 
simple plan of giving its patients no meat’, professing to find it ‘some-
what amusing … that Mr Coleridge, who poses as an opponent of 
experiments on animals, should be the chairman of a vegetarian hospital 
which exists for the very purpose of trying a very doubtful experiment 
on human beings’. Burdett’s financial acumen and blustering philan-
thropy were invaluable to the voluntary hospital system, and he was 
chary of anyone or anything that threatened its funding, particularly 
‘[t]hose peculiar people who have chosen to associate themselves with 
the National Anti-Vivisection Society [of which Coleridge was secre-
tary] and to set themselves in opposition to such great charitable move-
ments as the [Metropolitan] Hospital Sunday Fund and King Edward’s 
Hospital Fund’.5

The NAVS had been raising money for a hospital since the 1890s, when 
it set up a charitable trust with Lords Coleridge (1820–1894, Stephen’s 
father) and Hatherton (1842–1930), Dr Abiathar Wall (treasurer of the 
London Anti-Vivisection Society), Ernest Bell (1851–1933, later presi-
dent of the Vegetarian Society and chairman of the NAVS) and the Rev’d 
Augustus Jackson as trustees. Helped by rich anti-vivisectionists  (par-
ticularly the Dowager Countess of Portsmouth, who replaced Coleridge 
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as a trustee), who donated as an alternative to  supporting the ‘vivisect-
ing’ teaching hospitals such as Bart’s, Guy’s, the London, Mary’s and St 
Thomas’s, the fund grew rapidly.6 As usual among anti-vivisectionists, 
there were personality clashes—according to the hospital’s first medi-
cal director, Dr Alexander Bowie, ‘there were two sections who differed 
about it for a time and the money went into Chancery’—but in 1900 they 
agreed to buy, for seven thousand pounds, a large private house, known 
as Lock’s Folly, in Battersea, where, two years later, an out-patient depart-
ment was opened in the former stables.7

In-patients followed in 1903: there were ‘eight beds, three cots, and 
four medical officers, one of whom is also chairman of the hospital’. Its 
prospectus promised ‘No Vivisection in its Schools. No Vivisectors on 
its Staff. No Experiments on Patients’, and listed eleven ‘honorary’ med-
ical staff who, as in all voluntary hospitals, were consultants who did 
not receive salaries but had the kudos of being associated with a London 
hospital, albeit in this case an obscure one, which supposedly helped 
their private practice.8 In common with most voluntary hospitals, the 
Anti-Vivisection charged patients a small fee—which might have been 
paid by one of the hospital’s subscribers, an employer, or a provident 
association—but the bulk of the running costs were met by donations. 
South London was notoriously short of hospital beds and the local 
poor, who made up ninety per cent of the new hospital’s patients, had 
few alternatives; nevertheless, Robbins boasted that ‘[t]he special effect 
of our principles upon the sick poor is to attract them to our Hospital 
in which they seem to have complete confidence, as is proved by the 
rapid increase in our work’.9

In an effort to entice patients, and donors, away from other institu-
tions, the hospital spent some three hundred pounds a year advertis-
ing in anti-vivisection periodicals.10 Its annual report described it as 
‘a standing protest against cruel experiments on animals, and a con-
crete demonstration that these are not necessary for the succour of 
the maimed or the healing of the sick’. Its patients were reassured that 
‘the whole of the medical surgical and administrative staff are pledged 
against vivisection’, that treatments such as Pasteur’s vaccines that were 
prepared using live animals were ‘absolutely shut out’, and that, except 
in an emergency, no operation would be performed without the written 
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consent of the patient, a novel undertaking for the time, though no 
records survive to show whether or not it was adhered to.11

The Anti-Vivisection Hospital and  
the King’s Fund

In 1906, Lord Lichfield (1856–1918) and the surgeon Sir William  
H. Bennett (1852–1931) visited the Hospital on behalf of King 
Edward’s Hospital Fund (the King’s Fund). They noted the ‘steadily 
increasing amount of work done’, which showed that ‘this Institution 
supplies a want’, and found it tolerably well equipped, with modern 
electrical fittings, though they thought the medical staff were ‘gentle-
men who are hardly of the status of those who usually occupy posi-
tions on the staffs of Hospitals of repute in London’. They submitted a 
detailed report to the Fund, but the outcome was apparently a foregone 
conclusion, and the Fund ruled that further visits would be ‘a thankless 
task, which can be productive of no good’, since, ‘the anti-vivisection 
basis upon which the Institution is founded is in itself considered a suf-
ficient reason for withholding help’.12

The King’s Fund was one of three funds that distributed public dona-
tions to London’s voluntary hospitals, the others being the Sunday and 
Saturday Funds, which administered church and workplace collections, 
respectively.13 The King’s Fund was the largest of the three, controlling 
an £140,000 annual distribution, which gave it great influence over prac-
tices and standards. It refused to tell the Anti-Vivisection Hospital why it 
had refused it a grant, but Sydney Holland (1855–1931), an outstanding 
fundraiser, founder of the Research Defence Society (see Chap. 6), and 
chairman of the London Hospital (one of the King’s Fund’s biggest ben-
eficiaries), was more forthcoming. At a charity dinner in 1908, he called 
the Anti-Vivisection ‘a miserable hospital, miserably built and miserably 
equipped’ (perhaps not the soundest of reasons for not giving it money), 
and he later told Robbins that both the King’s Fund and the Sunday 
Fund were refusing to help because it was unfit, as a building, to be a 
hospital.14 This was wrong both in fact—the hospital continued in the 
same premises until 1972—and as an explanation for the King’s Fund’s 
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decision, and it appears that Holland, whose hospital had been among 
those accused of using charitable donations to pay for experiments on 
animals, was attempting to discourage him from seeking funds in future.

The Anti-Vivisection Hospital’s continued existence was, as it was 
intended to be, an irritation to the funds and the hospitals they sup-
ported: at the Sunday Fund’s annual meeting in the Mansion House 
(the official residence of the Lord Mayor of London) the self-congratula-
tory speeches were interrupted by the Rev’d Lionel Lewis (1867–1953), 
Vicar of St Mark’s Whitechapel, complaining, not for the first time, that 
the Anti-Vivisection had not received a grant. When the former Lord 
Mayor Sir John Bell (1843–1924), a wealthy brewer, responded that he 
would not bandy words with someone whose church had only contrib-
uted 3s 6d the Fund, the vicar replied, ‘Yes, my parish is a poor one’.15 
This vignette shows something of the patrician distain for anti-vivisec-
tionists among the philanthropists of the City of London, whose livery-
men controlled much of the capital’s charity.

The conservative Medical Times defended the Anti-Vivisection, which 
it described as ‘a small hospital for the treatment of the indigent sick’, 
against Holland’s criticisms, on the grounds that ‘Patients are not bound 
to go to the hospital…’, and noted that ‘[t]here are lots of hospitals in 
London doing excellent work which are ‘miserably equipped’, adding, 
‘we are unable to understand why such a dead set has been made against 
the hospital. Enormous influence is being brought to bear to crush this 
modest attempt … with such success that the Distribution Committees 
of the great Hospital Funds in London have been induced to refuse … 
funds’. The Medical Times proposed that, as with the Homoeopathic and 
Temperance hospitals, the experiment should be allowed to proceed, the 
result being determined by whether the hospital proved viable or not.16

The management of the Anti-Vivisection Hospital seemed genu-
inely unable to understand why the funds had refused them support, 
and continued to solicit inspections in the hope of getting the decision 
reversed. In the 1890s, when the hospital was being planned, it would 
have been reasonable to have anticipated that the Prince of Wales’s Fund 
(as the King’s Fund then was), instituted to commemorate the jubilee of 
Queen Victoria, would be sympathetic towards anti-vivisection; indeed, 
had the hospital opened during Victoria’s lifetime, she may well have 



5 The National Anti-Vivisection Hospital, 1902–1935     105

become its patron. Unfortunately, neither the future Edward VII nor 
the future George V, who as Princes of Wales chaired the King’s fund, 
shared Victoria’s anti-vivisection principles, and the medical men who 
made up the Fund’s committee all sympathised with vivisection even 
if they did not, like its chairman Lord Lister (1827–1927), practise it 
themselves.17

At a public meeting to discuss the Hospital’s funding, Stephen 
Coleridge, an agreeable man in private life, was characteristically forth-
right: ‘these great funds had got into the hands of persons who delib-
erately disposed of them to forward the views they personally held’.18 
However, since the Anti-Vivisection Hospital had initially been put 
up as an alternative to supporting the funds, to allow anti-vivisection 
donors who wanted to give to a hospital to do so directly without ‘sac-
rificing their consciences’, its trying to claim from the funds as well 
looked like an attempt to have one’s cake and eat it, and it is not sur-
prising that the funds were indignant.19

The funds were, however, supposed to be impartial, and could not 
risk openly stating they were on the side of vivisection, so the Sunday 
Fund disingenuously said they had refused the Anti-Vivisection a grant 
because ‘the best treatment known’ (presumably antisera) was not given 
and the ‘Governing Body dictates the forms of treatment to be used 
by its medical staff’.20 However, the latter was true of most of the vol-
untary hospitals supported by the fund, including the Homoeopathic 
and Temperance, and the National Anti-Vivisection actually had more 
medical board members than most, three doctors and a dentist in 1910, 
though these were all committed anti-vivisectionists like Lizzy Lind 
af Hageby (1878–1963), founder of the Animal Defence and Anti-
Vivisection Society (ADAVS), whose infiltration of the laboratories at 
University College London in 1903 had paved the way for the noto-
rious Brown Dog affair. The prominence of women in anti-vivisection 
circles meant that they too were well represented (five out of eighteen) 
on the hospital’s board.21

The Hospital informed the Sunday Fund that its rules banning vivi-
section and treatments derived from it were no different ‘to those which 
in a Homoeopathic Hospital prevent the appointment of Allopaths, 
and in a Temperance Hospital the appointment of alcohol drinkers, and 
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which prohibit any alcoholic treatment’.22 The Sunday Fund, however, 
said the difference was that patients understood what a homoeopathic 
hospital was, but not an anti-vivisection one,23 to which the Hospital’s 
committee replied: ‘the poorer class in Battersea, who appreciate our 
Hospital … well understand its title. Possibly the statue of the dog 
erected there conduces to this knowledge’.24

The reference was to an episode that the people of Battersea would 
have found hard to ignore: the Brown Dog affair (1907–1909), an anti-
vivisection cause célèbre that prompted rioting on the streets as medical 
students attempted to demolish Battersea Council’s provocative—the 
British Medical Association thought libellous—bronze statue of a ter-
rier allegedly ‘done to death’ in the laboratories of University College. 
Battersea’s menfolk came out in force to defend the dog and ‘guard’ the 
hospital; one perhaps rather fanciful account of the riots has them for-
cibly preventing an injured medical student—whose objection to the 
hospital had conveniently evaporated when he needed its help—from 
passing through its doors.25 These ‘town against gown’ fights were 
clearly about more than just vivisection: they channelled the ‘pent-up 
hatred felt by certain classes towards medical science and medical men’, 
who, ‘brutalised by vivisection’, would not hesitate to experiment on the 
poor. The students’ reaction to hearing that their efforts to learn their 
trade were brutalising them was, with presumably unintended irony, to 
start a riot.26 Whatever the rights and wrongs of the disturbances, the 
Sunday Fund’s claim that potential patients did not know about anti-
vivisection was incredible; Battersea people would have seen and heard 
the riots, they were widely reported in London’s papers, and the dog’s 
statue close by the hospital served as a constant reminder.

Sentiment and Science

Some commentators have seen the Brown Dog affair as damaging to 
anti-vivisection because it overtly politicised it. By defending the dog, 
Battersea’s poor were fighting for more than their right not to be experi-
mented on without their consent; they were using the fate of the dog 
as a symbol for the exploitation of working class men and women in 
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ways that had nothing to do with vivisection.27 Medical students were a 
particular target of the workers’ animosity because they represented the 
sort of unsympathetic middle class parvenus who, unlike the aristocracy, 
could not be relied upon to treat those who came under their authority 
with any decency. The students’ behaviour, which was tolerated, or even 
encouraged, by their professors, only reinforced these concerns: row-
dyism in defence of science suggested that doctors who insisted upon 
experimenting on animals were indeed uncaring. One anti-vivisectionist 
who was present at a meeting disrupted by students shouting and break-
ing up the furniture wrote to the King’s Fund: ‘the disgraceful scene at 
Caxton Hall made by the medical students fills one with the utmost 
contempt and loathing for these cowardly “butchers” … if these crea-
tures are our coming medical men, then I say—God help their unfor-
tunate patients!’28 ‘Butchers’ was a common slur against unpopular 
medics, since butchers were proverbial for their lack of compassion (and 
thus reputedly banned from serving on juries), and to compare medics 
to them, as Lind af Hageby did in The Shambles of Science, was to deny 
medicine its claim to moral and ethical superiority.

The riots show that the medical exponents of vivisection were indif-
ferent to public expectations that they ought to approach their work 
with compassion, and failed to take seriously concerns that there was 
a slippery slope from vivisection to experiments on patients. In their 
crudest form, these concerns were, indeed, no more than fantasies fed 
by popular fiction, in which mad surgeons with ‘elastic’ consciences, 
their appetites for cruelty ‘whetted’ by experimenting on animals, easily 
overcame their ‘natural prejudice against inflicting suffering’ and took to 
vivisecting humans.29 However, not only impressionable folk who took 
such tales literally (they are reminiscent of the mid-nineteenth century 
tales of paupers dissected and made into ‘anatomy pie’) would have felt 
safer in the Anti-Vivisection Hospital, but also those who thought that 
medics prepared to sign an anti-cruelty pledge would probably treat 
their patients more sympathetically than most.

To be anti-vivisection was to reject the cold, rational, science on 
which the teaching hospitals based their reputation for excellence, and 
be guided by emotion: Lind af Hageby claimed she converted to the 
cause after the look of suffering on the face of a laboratory dog went, 
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as she put it, ‘straight to my heart’. Medical men (and they were always 
men) complained about womanish emotionality (the American medical 
profession accused anti-vivisectionists of being literally mad with a men-
tal condition called ‘zoophil-psychosis’30) but potential patients seem to 
have agreed with the National Anti-Vivisection Society that for a doctor 
to be called sentimental was an accolade.31

To sign the pledge made, after all, no practical difference to animals—
only a tiny minority of medical practitioners ever conducted laboratory 
experiments, and no busy district hospital had time for them—its pur-
pose was to affirm the commitment of the Hospital’s staff to compas-
sionate medicine, and it would have reassured not just patients with 
strong views on animal experimentation, but also those concerned that 
charitable hospitals were no longer the benevolent institutions they had 
once been, but testing-grounds, run for the convenience of an increas-
ingly powerful and self-interested medical profession.32

Even though it helped attract patients, for a doctor to sign the anti-
vivisection pledge was professionally hazardous: an act of public dissent 
from the dogmas of the metropolitan medical élite that marked one out 
as a medical protestant. It was rumoured that ‘no one with pronounced 
anti-vivisectional principles would be elected to the Medical Staff of the 
larger London Hospitals’, and ‘[t]he retention of his appointment by 
anyone opposing vivisectional teaching would be difficult, if not impos-
sible and his promotion unlikely’.33 In view of this, it seems that some, 
perhaps most, medics who had qualms about vivisection did not voice 
them. As Walter Hadwen (1854–1932), a Gloucester GP who took 
over from Cobbe as president of the British Union for the Abolition of 
Vivisection (BUAV), told an audience of anti-vivisectionists in 1907, 
anyone prepared to made a stand ‘had to learn what it meant to be het-
erodox’,34 and not all had the courage of their convictions: one anti-
vivisection  doctor described how ‘A young Doctor told a lady that he 
hated Vivisection, but did not dare express it, or he would have been 
hooted out of the Profession’.35

The British Medical Association, the doctors’ trade union, treated 
anti-vivisectionists as enemies of the profession and smugly observed 
each year in its journal that the Anti-Vivisection Hospital had once 
more received nothing from the funds. As the size of each hospital’s 
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grant was roughly proportionate to the number of patients seen and 
the cost of any new buildings, it served as an indicator of a hospital’s 
achievements, so the persistent withholding of an award might embar-
rass a hospital even if it did not bother it financially. In 1908, the 
 Anti-Vivisection received a one-off payment of £440 from the Sunday 
Fund, given, according to Burdett, in the hope that ‘the [hospital] 
authorities would mend their ways, purge their methods, and, in fact, 
fall into line…’ It also gave him another opportunity to state in his 
journal that it was ‘pretentious humbug’ to employ modern methods 
that had been developed from experiments on animals and then boast 
of an anti-vivisection  commitment, in response to which, Robbins chal-
lenged him to name a treatment whose development had depended on 
vivisection, an invitation to an argument that, though popular over the 
years with both pro- and anti-vivisectionists, was always unproduc-
tive, since even if it were agreed that a particular medical advance had 
resulted from vivisection (which it never was), it was practically impos-
sible to prove that it could only have been made in this way and not by 
some other means.36 Burdett also repeated the accusation he had pre-
viously made about the Hospital of St Francis, that ‘No  experiments 
on hospital patients’ was nonsense since ‘the whole hospital is an 
 experiment’, though he seemed disinclined to wait, as the Medical Times 
had suggested, for its outcome.

The King’s Fund’s concern that ‘anti-vivisection propaganda’ would 
lead to a drop in their income appears to have been justified: one irate 
correspondent cited ‘the devilish abomination called vivisection’ as the 
reason that ‘[m]y sister and I, together with several of our friends, there-
fore, do not intend to give one farthing to any other hospital; all the 
money we can spare we will send to the Battersea Hospital’, adding, [w]e 
also believe that where hospitals practise vivisection upon helpless animals 
they, naturally, will not stop there, it is not reasonable to expect them to 
do so’.37 In 1907, the Fund’s committee, with the Prince of Wales in the 
chair, had discussed the problem and agreed ‘that [the Anti-Vivisection] 
Hospital should not be visited in future in consequence of its work being 
based on considerations which are not exclusively directed to the welfare 
of the patients’, and that this decision should be kept secret because ‘if 
communicated to the hospital it would at once involve a discussion’.38
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Their aversion from discussion suggests a lack of confidence in their 
ability to convince the public that an anti-vivisection hospital was not in 
the interest of patients. The statistics routinely returned by voluntary hos-
pitals showed the Anti-Vivisection performing at least as well as its peers, 
with growing patient numbers and a low death rate, but, significantly, 
neither side showed any interest in comparing the results of cruelty-
free versus conventional treatment (for example the Pasteur treatment 
of rabies versus vapour baths), which indicates that the dispute was not 
clinical but ideological: were patients best served by animal research to 
produce better treatments, or by making medicine more compassionate?

Burdett warned the King’s Fund that anti-vivisectionists ‘are difficult 
people to tackle, because they always evade the point’, though he did 
not say, and there was no consensus on, what the point actually was.39 
For experimentalists, what mattered most was that vivisection produced 
results, and they cited the work of Harvey, Pasteur and other medi-
cal celebrities to support their case. However, since the outcome of an 
experiment could not be known in advance, present-day researchers 
had to rely on anticipated benefits (and what scientist did not antici-
pate great discoveries?) to justify their continuing use of animals. While 
some hard-line anti-vivisectionists refused to admit that vivisection had 
ever led to any useful discovery in human medicine, most accepted that 
important information had been gained from it in the past, and took 
the Anti-Vivisection Hospital’s pragmatic line that all existing treat-
ments developed through vivisection might still be used, but that no 
more animals ought to suffer for medicine.

It still took determination, and perhaps a dose of hypocrisy, to take 
the moral high ground and say of treatments, such as antisera, that 
were prepared using live animals: ‘I had rather die a hundred deaths 
than blacken my soul by consenting that such deeds should be done 
for my benefit’.40 If, however, sick anti-vivisectionists lacked the cour-
age of their convictions and accepted antiserum, this did not, as their 
 opponents liked to argue, nullify their position: as the liberal politician 
Sir Robert Reid (1846–1923) wrote when asked whether he would per-
mit vivisection to save his own family: ‘to save them, we might set fire 
to the nearest cathedral, though we knew it was wrong. Under strong 
emotion, good men do bad things’.41



5 The National Anti-Vivisection Hospital, 1902–1935     111

For anti-vivisectionists, it was, however, better to give into strong 
emotion than disdain it. The ‘forcible suppression of natural feelings 
of compassion’ that vivisection required was ‘a ruinous price to pay 
for knowledge’; ruinous both to the vivisector and to society, since the 
example of inhumanity was quickly spread. The consequences were par-
ticularly hazardous for medical men, since if their sense of compassion 
were allowed to atrophy they might become as callous to the suffering of 
patients as they were to that of dogs in the laboratory.42 Vivisectionists, 
however, argued that it was they, by forcing themselves to do unpleas-
ant but necessary experiments, who were truly ‘on the side of human-
ity’, while anti-vivisectionists selfishly spared their own feelings.43 The 
crux of the matter was whether compassion and sympathy were more 
important attributes for a doctor than detachment and self-control. It 
was axiomatic that doctors should be caring and compassionate, but self-
discipline and fortitude—for example, the ‘cool’ hand of the surgeon and 
the persistence of the anatomist during unpleasant  dissections—were 
also essential qualities.44 Were doctors and their patients forced to choose 
between sentimentality and science, or was the dichotomy a false one?

Defenders of animal research muddied the waters by pointing out that 
many anti-vivisectionists seemed indifferent to non-scientific exploitation 
of animals, such as meat-eating, hunting, and fur-wearing.45 The British 
Medical Association, for example, had berated the Welsh landowner 
Lord Llangattock, a prominent anti-vivisectionist and vice-president of 
the Hospital of St Francis, for allowing shooting on his estate.46 Though 
the BMA was mistaken in this case, there were other anti-vivisectionists 
who hunted and/or wore fur. In view of these apparent double stand-
ards, experimentalists complained that anti-vivisectionists only affected 
to sympathise with animals, while their true agenda was anti-science and 
anti-progress.47 Though this was not entirely true—Oldfield, for exam-
ple, seems to have been genuinely upset by the suffering he witnessed in 
slaughterhouses—the New Age movement certainly did aim to reverse 
the materialistic direction in which science was being taken, and anti-
vivisection was an important strategy for doing so. Vivisection too had a 
socio-political agenda: the controversial nineteenth-century public vivi-
section displays had been a ‘protest on behalf of the independence of sci-
ence as against interference by clerics and moralists’,48 and formed part 
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of a ‘successful struggle by doctors to free themselves and the practice of 
medicine from older moral and religious concepts and constraints’.49

This separation of science from faith and morality proved highly con-
troversial. In The Perfect Way, or, The Finding of Christ (1882), Anna 
Kingsford and Edward Maitland (1824–1897) wrote of a ‘falsely so-
called’ science that concentrated on superficial forms while ignoring 
the intellectual, moral and spiritual essence of things.50 To Kingsford, 
vivisection’s brutal materialism was a ‘pseudo-scientific inquisition’,51 
and vivisectionists, ‘black magicians’, whose spreading of amoral-
ity would ‘work havoc’ with human souls. The vivisection controversy 
thus became the new battleground for two divergent views of science, 
whose proponents had been in conflict since the bodysnatching scandals 
a century earlier: must science be subservient to the moral codes that 
governed other human activities, or did its flourishing justify, or even 
require, setting the old morality aside?52

Rallying to the Cause

When the Anti-Vivisection Hospital was incorporated (registered as 
a business) in 1910, it took a motto that expressed its wider purpose: 
Delenda est Crudelitas—‘Cruelty Must Be Destroyed’.53 In its early 
years, the hospital sent representatives to anti-vivisection congresses, 
but the secretary became concerned that this might give the misleading 
impression they were anti-research. After some of his staff participated 
in the 1911 BUAV March against vivisection, Robbins went so far as to 
write to the anti-vivisection journals and popular press to explain that 
the hospital, which now had twenty-eight beds—twelve medical and 
sixteen surgical—did not oppose ‘legitimate and beneficent forms of 
laboratory research unconnected with Vivisection such as microscopi-
cal investigation of pathological specimens and bacteriological exami-
nations necessary to the interests of medical progress’.54 In the same 
year, a new twelve-bedded ‘cancer research department’, furnished with 
the latest electric ‘light and colour bath’, was opened under the direc-
tion of Dr Robert Bell (1845–1926).55 The hospital board was fond 
of buying such novel pieces of apparatus, probably to show that they 
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were engaging with the latest developments: the out-patient department 
boasted ‘the Buisson Institute for hydrophobia’, but no cases of this rare 
condition ever turned up, and when the inspectors called they found 
the cupboard in which the Buisson vapour bath was located full of rub-
bish.56

The hospital’s death rates were ‘exceedingly low’—4.2%  compared 
with the London Hospital’s 9.5%—though Robbins prudently told 
the King’s Fund this was not ‘a statistic which we would wish to press 
or labour’, presumably because the nature and complexity of the 
 procedures performed in different hospitals would have to have been 
taken into account.57 There were a few inquests at which the hospital 
was censured for poor practice, though it is unclear whether mistakes 
were more common there or whether its anti-vivisection policy earned 
it closer scrutiny. Following the death, in 1910, of a woman brought 
in after an illegal abortion, Dr da Costa was forced to admit in court 
that they were still not keeping any records, though the jury found the 
 hospital blameless of her death.58

Sloppy record keeping and other failings suggest that capable jun-
ior staff were hard to obtain, probably because many were unwilling to 
compromise their careers by linking themselves with anti-vivisection. 
The resident medical officer was often the only doctor in the hospi-
tal, and struggled to cope with its demands: on 4 July 1911, Dr James 
Hamilton Stuart left the hospital after luncheon, saying he would be 
back in half an hour, and returned a month later in ‘a deplorable condi-
tion having been in the East End’. The penniless medic was given break-
fast and told to collect his things.59 Standards among non-medical staff 
also left something to be desired: the hospital trained its own nurses 
and was justifiably proud when they passed their examinations, but 
once qualified they were often left unsupervised, and their work could 
be ‘casual’, as was that of the dispenser, who was found to be using an 
‘extraordinarily large amount of Cocaine’.60

Despite such lapses, Battersea’s ‘working men and women’ val-
ued their hospital and organized dances, concerts and boxing tourna-
ments to pay for it, with pro- and anti-vivisectionists working together 
for ‘so worthy a cause in helping the very poor’.61 In spite of its ear-
lier resolution, the King’s Fund did send more visitors, who noted 
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that patients were being treated according to the latest principles, and 
that no attempt was being made to exclude treatments developed by 
experiments on animals, but they still refused to make a grant, explain-
ing in an internal memo that: ‘The Distribution Committee decided 
not to give the arguments—which were that the principles restrictions 
at the Temperance and Homoeopathic hospitals are adopted because 
they are believed to be in the interests of the patients: those at the 
Antivivisection Hospital in the interests of the animals’.62 The anti-
vivisectionists response, had they seen the memo, would presumably 
have been that the principle of humanity was in the interests of patients. 
What the patients themselves thought would have depended on their 
views on vivisection, but it seems unlikely the average person would 
have considered a ban on animal experiments as a restriction, or else 
why would teaching hospitals have tried to conceal the presence of vivi-
sectionists in their schools?

Whatever one thought of its principles, the Anti-Vivisection Hospital 
took them seriously: in 1912 an extraordinary meeting was convened 
to discuss why the resident medical officer, Dr Maurice Beddow Bayly 
(who by the time of his death in 1962 would be one of Britain’s lead-
ing medical anti-vivisectionists), had performed a major operation for 
breast cancer on a terminally ill patient who had shortly afterwards suc-
cumbed to surgical shock. There was no suggestion that the patient, 
who was unconscious throughout, had suffered, and her family did 
not make a complaint, but Bayly admitted he had not operated for 
the patient’s benefit, but because he had been ‘anxious to perform the 
operation’: in other words, he had practiced on a dying woman. This 
was the kind of ‘experiment’ that led patients to lose confidence in 
hospitals, and Bayly, whose conduct had been otherwise excellent, was 
severely reprimanded for failing to meet the hospital’s standards, and 
left shortly afterwards.63 In 1926, a nurse was dismissed for ‘callous and 
brutal’ treatment of patients, and a visiting doctor was not allowed to 
demonstrate an Abram’s machine because he refused to sign the anti-
vivisection pledge; later, a would-be honorary surgeon who tried to 
water down the pledge by inserting the word ‘unnecessary’ into the 
clause about not inflicting pain was not appointed, and a doctor who 
gave antisera to two patients was asked to resign.64 Though the hospital 
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was not anti-vaccinationist in the wider sense, vaccines and antisera pre-
pared from live animals were specifically banned under its regulations.

The hospital’s supporters argued that it was the funds’ boycott, rather 
than hospital’s principles, that was harming patients. In 1914, Mary 
Culme-Seymour (1871–1944) wrote to the King’s Fund: ‘It can hardly 
be right that solely on account of the question for or against vivisec-
tion, the poor of a populous district should be left without the aid of a 
Hospital’.65 Fortunately, the hospital had sufficient income from lega-
cies and donations to remain solvent and even to expand, leaving the 
King’s Fund’s obdurate refusal to contribute looking increasingly inef-
fectual. In 1922, Richard Morris (1859–1956), the MP for Battersea 
North, called at the Fund’s headquarters to ask why they would not 
assist an institution that was ‘doing the work of a general hospital’: were 
they, he asked, ‘prejudiced by the views of orthodox medical men on the 
fund’?66 That year, the hospital applied to the Fund once again, and was 
again refused.

It was typical of an anti-vivisection charity that many different kinds 
of people supported its work.67 The hospital’s chairmen came from var-
ied professional and political backgrounds, and included the libertarian 
economist Joseph Hiam Levy (1838–1913, chairman until 1905), John 
Prince Fallowes, Rector of Heene (d. 1941, chairman 1905–1911), the 
Liberal politician Sir George William Kekewich (1841–1921, chair-
man 1911–1914), hereditary peer Lord Tenterden (1865–1939, chair-
man 1914–1926), solicitor Alderman Robert Tweedy Smith (d. 1948, 
chairman 1926–1927), insurance broker S.C. Turner (chairman 1927–
1928) and MP, novelist, theologian and sometime fascist Lord Ernest 
Hamilton (1858–1939, chairman 1928–1935).

From the beginning, the hospital enjoyed good relations with local 
trades unions: they thought it was doing ‘good work in Battersea’ and 
its committee was ‘indebted’ to them for helping to raise funds, repay-
ing their support by insisting that hospital contracts went to local firms 
who paid their men the higher, union-approved wages.68 There were 
also strong links with the Progressive Party borough council, which were 
cemented during the Brown Dog affair, when anti-vivisectionists found 
common cause with working-class activists. Most of the hospital’s funds 
came, however, from a few wealthy benefactors, notably, in its early 
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years, Lady Portsmouth, whose death in 1906 deprived it of its most 
generous supporter.69 Between 1900 and 1914, twenty-four individu-
als gave over £100 each, including £600 from Viscount Harberton and 
£500 each from Countess de Noailles and Maynard Geraldine Wolfe. In 
comparison to this, local street collections and donations from groups 
with anti-vivisection sympathies, such as the Ancient Order of Druids, 
brought comparatively little into the hospital’s funds, though they 
helped maintain good relations with the community.70

The stereotype of the anti-vivisection donor as a wealthy widow with 
animals for company was not without foundation: more than two-thirds 
of the hospital’s governors were women, and at one point the hospital 
planned a charity appeal to ten thousand widows.71 The preponderance 
of female supporters led to its becoming known as a women’s hospital, 
despite a lack of female doctors, which led to a costly misunderstanding 
over the will of a Miss Constance Edith Guerrier of Boulogne, who died 
in 1926 leaving her entire estate to ‘the Women’s Hospital, Battersea’. 
Her executors wrote to the ‘Women’s Hospital’ but as there was no hospi-
tal of that name, the letter was delivered to the borough council (now no 
longer under radical control), which claimed the legacy for its maternity 
hospital, though this had not existed when the will was written in 1919. 
The South London Hospital for Women, which was not in the borough 
of Battersea, then took legal proceedings against the council and won, 
which alerted the Anti-Vivisection Hospital’s Chairman Lord Tenterden, 
who put in his own claim for the money. Though it emerged during the 
proceedings that Guerrier, a woman of strong anti-vivisection views, had 
written to the South London Hospital for Women asking ‘if they car-
ried on the Hospital on Anti-Vivisection principles’, and had been told 
they did not, the court ruled that this was the institution to which she 
had intended to bequeath her fortune, thus depriving the National Anti-
Vivisection of £37,000.72

In 1922, an inspection of the hospital, which by then was claim-
ing to have fifty-two beds, found only nine beds and two cots occu-
pied: one male ward, one female ward and the children’s ward had been 
closed since the war, along with the private beds in the cancer wing. 
A new out-patients building, completed in 1915 at a cost of £15,000, 
remained empty for want of equipment, and the old one was looking 
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run down and antiquated; a faded card on the wall still proclaimed 
‘RABIES SCARE BUISSON BATH TREATMENT’, but the bath had 
never been used and its gas pipe was not even connected to the mains.73

The post-war period was difficult for many voluntary hospitals as 
there was less money available for charitable giving, and the Anti-
Vivisection also suffered from declining interest in its cause. The anti-
vivisectionists’ ageing demographic was, however, a rich source of 
legacies, which, typically for a voluntary hospital, were not always listed 
in its accounts, or even in the minute books. A bequest of £7361 in 
1921 wiped off the debt under which the hospital had been labouring 
since the war, allowing the committee to begin a large building pro-
gramme to accommodate the ‘ever-increasing applications for admis-
sion’, and to renovate, redecorate and reequip it ‘with every essential 
modern appliance’ until it had been ‘made as perfect as possible’.74 1929 
brought a further windfall of over £38,000 in the form of three large 
bequests.75

Crisis and Compromise

In the 1920s, the hospital was treating over four hundred in-patients 
and forty thousand out-patients a year, but its reputation was dam-
aged by a dispute that began in 1927 when a former honorary surgeon, 
J.F. Peart, author of ‘Foreign bodies in the rectum’, made a number 
of complaints. The hospital’s ban on antisera was well known, and 
Peart claimed that one of his patients had died of tetanus as a result. 
Furthermore, he told the King’s Fund, the hospital ‘more than discour-
aged’ the use of vaccines, two patients had died after straightforward 
operations owing to the use of infected cat-gut, and ‘there were two 
unqualified persons on the Staf f ’.76 In addition, he sent letters, accus-
ing ‘the women members of the board of management’ of interfering 
with medical affairs, to the Lancet and British Medical Journal, which 
printed detrimental reports. In reply, the hospital maintained that Peart 
had been aware of an arrangement for giving antiserum—by sending 
patients who asked for it to other hospitals—since 1922.
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There are reasons to be sceptical about Peart’s allegations. He had 
been in bad odour with the hospital since 1924, when the ‘large fees’ he 
was charging private patients were brought to the attention of its com-
mittee.77 The hospital minutes state he was dismissed after an argument 
with the matron, though he claimed it was ‘because I endeavoured to 
get the Board of Management to make reforms which the entire quali-
fied Honorary Staff considered necessary’.78 His claim that the hospi-
tal was anti-vaccination is not substantiated by any other sources, the 
board’s interference with clinicians does not seem to have been greater 
than at other hospitals, and deaths due to infected cat-gut were more 
likely the result of poor surgical technique than hospital policy. Peart 
apparently wanted to cause as much damage as possible: he was directed 
by the King’s Fund to stop the hospital receiving ambulance cases, and 
so decrease its patient numbers and prestige, and this he did by writ-
ing to London County Council, which immediately removed the hos-
pital from its ambulance list on the grounds that it ‘prohibits the use of 
serums and discourages the use of vaccines’.79

In response, the hospital board told the Council ‘that in cases of teta-
nus and diphtheria and all else medical officers are authorized to take 
all steps necessary for the preservation of life’.80 It is not clear how long 
this compromise had been going on, but it was a damaging admission, 
as the hospital appeared either unsafe or hypocritical, depending on 
whether patients had actually been allowed to have antiserum. Some 
of its supporters, such as the abolitionist BUAV, deplored this conces-
sion to expediency, and resignations of governors followed. The County 
Council took 4 years to reinstate the hospital on the ambulance list, 
at which time the hospital secretary told the King’s Fund that ‘In the 
opinion and practice of the medical staff there is nothing in our consti-
tution or Articles of Association which limits them in treating patients 
under their care in any way different from that which they practice in 
other hospitals in which they work. They maintain that sera are not the 
products of Vivisection’.81 This removed any pretence that the hospital’s 
practices were different from the norm, which further alienated its core 
supporters, while making no difference to the King’s Fund’s boycott.82

By the early 1930s, the hospital’s financial shortfall had become 
unmanageable. Eight board members resigned, and the sale of £4300 in 
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investments failed to clear its debts.83 Late in 1934, the mortgaged hos-
pital received an ultimatum from Barclays Bank, and Lord Ernest made 
a desperate appeal to the King’s Fund: ‘My suggestion is that … you, as 
custodians of the largest British hospital fund, should take the hospital 
over as the Battersea General Hospital, without the objectionable title of 
“Antivivisection”’. He added: ‘Personally I should welcome relief from 
my position as Chairman which is burdensome and which occupies 
much of my time which could be more profitably employed’. The medi-
cal and nursing staff were, he wrote, ‘second to none’ and the building 
‘modern and up to date in every respect’; it would be a ‘calamity’ for 
Battersea if it ceased to operate.84 In February 1935, Sir Herbert Lush-
Wilson (1850–1941) persuaded the Goldsmiths’ Company to give the 
hospital £100 in the expectation that it would soon abandon its anti-
vivisection charter, though this was ‘not to be mentioned outside the 
Board Room’. Meanwhile, Lord Ernest continued secretly to negotiate 
with the King’s Fund, which accepted that the hospital was ‘geographi-
cally’ essential.85

The Fund agreed to help only if ‘Anti-Vivisection’ were removed from 
the hospital’s title and charter, which required winding up the com-
pany. Realising that this was the Fund’s goal, Coleridge tried to press 
them into assisting immediately on compassionate grounds, but they 
refused.86 The board tried to change the hospital’s name by a simple 
vote but this was blocked by the governors, and would in any case not 
have satisfied the King’s Fund, which complained that ‘the Hospital’s 
practice was not in accordance with its principles’.87 Lord Ernest also 
appealed to various other medical charities, but without success:

The Battersea General Hospital is the only Anti-Vivisection Hospital 
in the London District and, because of its principles, it is debarred by 
the prejudice of those in authority from participation in King Edward’s 
Hospital Fund, The Metropolitan Hospitals Sunday Fund, the Charitable 
bequests of the City Livery Companies and other distributing bodies who 
generously contribute to the expenses of other London Hospitals. This 
attitude is unreasonable and unjust because the Battersea Hospital serves 
a large and very poor district and, by general consent, serves it admirably. 
… THIS IS PRACTICALLY IN THE NATURE OF AN S.O.S.88
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Then, in what was either an egregious act of disloyalty or an inept 
attempt at dissimulation, Lord Ernest told the King’s Fund that the gov-
ernors ‘consisted mainly of fanatical women’, and the press that ‘[t]he 
“anti-vivisection” part of the name of the hospital is a meaningless term 
pinned to it many years ago, and is a great handicap’.89 As the Lancet 
noted, this was ‘not easily reconciled with the provocative policy for 
which Battersea has stood in the past’.90

Once the situation became publicly known, the King’s Fund started 
to receive complaints about its intransigence. As the Fund was entirely 
reliant on public money, it seems strange that they so readily ignored 
public opinion with regard to vivisection, though they may rightly have 
assumed that committed anti-vivisectionists were unlikely to be among 
their most generous supporters: they ignored a letter from Coleridge 
after a check of their records showed he had last made a donation in 
1920. They were certainly aware of the problem, as their postbag 
included letters from exasperated members of the public accusing them 
of using their influence to ‘distort’ clinical practice, of failing to honour 
the memory of Queen Victoria—‘whose utter detestation of Vivisection 
was expressed in perfectly definite terms’91—of ignoring the fact that 
some of their £240,000 annual income must have come from people 
who were ‘suspicious’ of vivisection, and of failing to point out when 
they collected money ‘that the Fund was only for the orthodox’.92 A 
medical charity had never been less popular: H.R. Maynard, the Fund’s 
long-serving secretary, urged its members to refrain from making any 
comment about the Anti-Vivisection Hospital, as they ‘might not realise 
the dangers of talking about it outside’.93 The Mayor of Battersea, a far 
cry from the outspoken radicals of the early part of the century, refused 
to allow a public meeting to discuss the crisis, fearing that local people 
would only use it ‘to ventilate grievances’.94

The hospital’s nurses gave up their holidays to raise money and some 
local people gave their savings; there was talk of a ‘giant’ petition asking 
the Prince of Wales personally to intervene as the Fund’s chairman, and 
Lord Ernest wrote to tell him that ‘all Battersea is in a ferment’.95 The 
King’s Fund sent its representatives to meet the Prince at Ascot races, 
and after hearing their reassurances, His Royal Highness ‘fully realised 
that it would have been impossible to go back on the previous decisions 
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of the Council, which are based on logical reasons’.96 There was now 
only one remaining option, and Lord Ernest told the press that ‘If we 
do not change our name we are dead’.97 In an internal memo to the 
King’s Fund’s distribution committee, its Chairman, Edwin Cooper 
Perry (1856–1938), wrote: ‘Let it die, as it will of inanition if we go 
on saying nothing’. The ambiguous ‘it’ may have referred to the bad 
publicity, but he might just as easily have meant the hospital.98 Cooper 
Perry was knighted later that year, for services to charity.

The End of the Experiment

In defeat, Lord Ernest vented his spleen to the press, condemning as 
‘absolutely outrageous’ the ‘fanatical bigotry’ that had ‘killed’ the hos-
pital. His outburst made good copy: it was a ‘blow for poor people’, he 
said: ‘If this hospital was in one of the smart well-dressed districts of 
London there would be no difficulty at all … But we are situated in a 
poor district on the wrong side of the river for fashionable sympathy’. 
When the hospital finally closed at the beginning of June, there were 
reports of ‘sad-eyed’ locals watching as ambulances ‘whisked’ the fifty 
remaining patients off to other hospitals. Dr John Robert Lee initiated 
the longwinded process of changing the hospital’s charter, informing the 
high court that in view of the general advance in medical knowledge it 
was no longer possible to run a hospital on anti-vivisection lines. Mr 
Justice Lee (no relation) replied that, while he sympathised with the 
hospital’s original aims, he agreed they were no longer practical.99

A King’s Fund inspection at the end of 1935 found the reopened 
hospital fit for its purpose and concluded that it had come to grief 
because of overspending.100 A number of factors, they felt, had con-
spired to prevent the hospital paying its debts: declining interest in anti-
vivisection in general, disillusionment with the Hospital’s equivocation 
about the antiserum policy, and higher taxation that left the middle 
classes with less to spare for charitable purposes.101 In addition, the hos-
pital’s policy of paying local people fair wages had kept running costs 
high, and the anti-vivisection remit made it hard to recruit junior staff 
and necessitated paying more for those prepared to sign up.102
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Lord Ernest stepped down as chairman in favour of Sidney Parkes, 
a London builder and sports promoter, who disconcertingly promised 
that his strategy to restore the hospital’s fortunes would be ‘absolutely 
legal’.103 Five board members resigned within a year of his appoint-
ment, and though he effected ‘every possible economy’—reducing the 
use of X-ray film, requiring attendees at board meetings to pay sixpence 
for tea and cake, and even accepting a legacy of £100 bequeathed to 
the (now non-existent) ‘Anti-Vivisection Hospital’, debts continued to 
grow.104 Parkes had personally guaranteed a £6500 bank loan, but there 
seemed no prospect of repaying it and he resigned in January 1936, 
‘anxious to be relieved of this responsibility’, and having discovered 
the hard way that ‘the Hospital had lost a great deal of income through 
abandoning anti-vivisection’.105

Once its charter had been changed, the hospital’s honorary staff were 
obliged to resign and renew their contracts without the anti-cruelty 
clause. One who did not do so was Alexander Bowie, the hospital’s first 
chairman, who wrote to the board: ‘I remember that we began with one 
little girl patient. But it soon grew till the number was 100. I appointed 
the first house physician, a woman, the first nurse and the first medical 
staff. The hospital was obviously needed, and it has been successful so 
far as the treatment of patients is concerned…’.106

Conclusion

The National Anti-Vivisection Hospital was a thirty-year experiment 
in putting anti-vivisection principles into practice. It did not directly 
save a single animal from vivisection, but as a standing protest against 
cruelty, it became a flagship of the anti-vivisection cause, providing a 
visible, viable alternative to conventional, ‘vivisecting’ hospitals and 
medical schools. For the first time, philanthropists, women’s rights 
activists, socialists, trade unionists, evangelical Christians and other 
champions of underdogs could help the sick poor without having to 
compromise their opposition to animal experiments. Like the short-
lived but iconic statue of the Brown Dog nearby, the hospital was a 
rallying point for defenders of humane science, and a provocation to 
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medical orthodoxy. If its efforts to look state-of-the-art by purchasing 
the latest gadgets looked unconvincing, it at least managed to provide 
facilities to match those of most conventional district hospitals. Its 
finances were intentionally kept complex, as like all hospitals depend-
ent on charity it tried to appear needier than it was, but until the 1930s 
it remained solvent without the help of any of the state-apportioned 
funds that bolstered the rest of the voluntary system. The fact that there 
was enough anti-vivisection money to keep even one hospital going was 
an embarrassment for the medical establishment, and helped convince 
them that anti-vivisection had great public sympathy and almost unlim-
ited financial support.107

In its early years, the hospital made greater efforts to win South 
Londoners’ hearts than their money: ‘Give us your help’, read a flyer, 
‘but, above all, give us your sympathy’. Sympathy was an old-fashioned 
virtue, out of step with the medical profession’s push towards dispas-
sionate science, which anti-vivisectionists tried to block by preach-
ing the populist message that knowledge won at the cost of cruelty 
was not worth the price paid. Experimentalists dismissed such views 
as sentimentalism or hypocrisy, and tried to shift the focus to what 
science could achieve rather than the character and methods of those 
who achieved it. As the twentieth century progressed, the old ideal of 
the humane, compassionate physician went the way of the honourable 
soldier and the noblesse oblige politician, supplanted by the utilitarian 
pragmatist who sought the best outcome for the greatest number by 
any means necessary. By the 1930s, medical scientists had put their case 
so insistently that it was widely, though perhaps regretfully, accepted 
among most educated Britons that, as the judge who revoked the hos-
pital’s charter put it, medical advances were no longer possible with-
out experiments on living animals. An Anti-Vivisection Hospital could 
never show that vivisection yielded no benefits: only that a hospital 
could be run effectively without it, and that there were sufficient consci-
entious objectors to keep it solvent.

In theory, nothing could have been fairer than the voluntary hospi-
tal system: each institution relied on personal philanthropy and received 
nothing from the public purse; each was governed by a committee 
answerable to its subscribers, and staffed by consultants who received no 
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salaries. In practice, however, the interposition of the King’s Fund and 
other semi-official charity administrators between donors and recipients 
led to a system of state-approved patronage. The Fund was what would 
later be called a QUANGO (Quasi-Autonomous Non-Governmental 
Organization), answerable in theory to the Crown but in practice to 
no one outside its own board room (which was the dining room of 
Marlborough House). Burdett had a talent for getting his own way, but 
he had no need to persuade a committee that included the Lord Mayor, 
the Bishop of London, Lords Rothschild and Lister, the Governor 
of the Bank of England, the President of the Royal Society and the 
Presidents of the medical and surgical Royal Colleges to refuse support 
for a hospital that opposed vivisection.108 The result was that, between 
1897 and 1948, the London (later Royal) Homoeopathic Hospital 
received a total of £70,793, the National Temperance £127,595, and 
the Anti-Vivisection, nothing,109 although of the twelve million pounds 
collected by the fund over that time, thousands must have been given 
by anti-vivisectionists.

Measured against the criteria used to assess other voluntary hospitals, 
the Anti-Vivisection held its own. In fact, its work as a hospital was per-
haps too successful, since the board pursued their ambitions for growth 
at the cost of compromising their principles. There was truth in the 
King’s Fund’s allegation that by the late 1920s the hospital’s manage-
ment were hypocritically preaching what they sometimes failed to prac-
tice, and it was this moral circumlocution, as much as the boycott by 
the funds, that killed the hospital by alienating its supporters. In 1935, 
the hospital’s board chose to abandon its ideology in order to survive 
as an institution: a betrayal for its staunch anti-vivisection supporters, 
but an act of compassion to the sick poor of Battersea, who had been 
caught up, willingly or otherwise, in an extraordinary and bitterly con-
tested ideological conflict. Even after the board agreed to abandon anti-
vivisection, the King’s Fund declined to intervene for the sake of the 
remaining patients, having determined to force the hospital’s closure to 
drive home its point that anti-vivisection was not a viable option.

Shorn of its anti-vivisection trappings, the revived hospital served the 
people of Battersea until 1972, when it finally succumbed to a National 
Health Service reorganization. It had been unique in the British hospital 
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system in having been set up and run entirely with anti-vivisection 
money, but in later years its origins and ethos were purposefully forgot-
ten: the British Medical Journal’s obituaries of doctors who had worked 
there in the early days never mentioned the word ‘anti-vivisection’. The 
Hospital’s message, that medicine could be practised with compassion, 
and that some patients preferred this to the cold hand of science, had 
been so radically unsettling that the establishment wanted it silenced—
perhaps the clearest indication of its importance to the anti-vivisection 
movement.
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At the end of the nineteenth century, medical experimenters were on 
the defensive. Although the 1876 Act had done nothing to reduce 
 animal use, and Britain’s physiologists were confident they could ensure 
it was ‘harmlessly administered’ by putting ‘effectual pressure upon 
officials…’,1 it was still more restrictive than the laws of any other 
European nation, and more intrusive than any of them wanted: one 
American observer thought it ‘significantly handicapped the teaching 
(if not the practice) of British physiology’.2 Anti-visectionists naturally 
claimed the Act did not go far enough, and used initiatives such as anti-
vivisection hospitals and pamphlet wars to raise doubts over whether 
experiments on animals were necessary, and fears that they would inevi-
tably lead on to human experimentation.

The nineteenth-century medical profession had been able to extract 
some positive publicity from the bitter dispute over vivisection by pre-
senting it as a difficult and demanding task that required great fortitude 
and commitment to science. Flouting conventional sensibilities had, 
after all, served medics well in the recent past, when body snatching 
scandals had introduced the trope of the ‘mad’ scientist, a heroic fig-
ure who transgressed moral boundaries not for personal gain but to win 
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valuable knowledge for the benefit of mankind. The public were will-
ing to be persuaded that the anatomist’s noble ends might justify the 
base and sometimes illegal means used to obtain corpses, though their 
response was strangely ambivalent: angry crowds called for body-snatch-
ers to be hanged, while anatomy shows became so popular that the 
subject ‘turned to gold’.3 The furore certainly made it clear to everyone 
that, after the Anatomy Act, doctors enjoyed privileged access to a body 
(of course) of knowledge that was denied to laymen, who had neither 
the opportunity nor the stamina to attend the dissections necessary to 
obtain it.

In the late-nineteenth century, vivisection assumed a similar func-
tion, and vivisectionists, like anatomists before them, enjoyed an 
ambiguous reputation as both perpetrators of atrocities and pioneers of 
science. In the twentieth century, however, when vivisection was set up 
as one of the pillars of experimental medicine, it could hardly remain 
the prerogative of a few eccentric, taboo-breaking innovators. It had 
to be normalized within a medical culture that based its intellectual 
and moral authority on the intimate relationship between professional 
knowledge and laboratory experimentation.

An obvious obstacle to this was the steady growth of anti-vivisection 
organizations, which kept up the pressure on experimenters by publi-
cally questioning their judgement in using animals to study human 
 disease.4 According to Tansey, it was the antis persistence that led to the 
setting up of another Royal Commission in 1906.5 By this time, the use 
of laboratory animals was far greater than when the first commission 
had reported 30 years earlier: the nationally-funded Imperial Cancer 
Research Fund (ICRF) alone, founded in 1902, was already perform-
ing 8,600 experiments a year.6 Although these were all carried out in 
accordance with the 1876 Act, large increases of this kind would prob-
ably not have commanded public support, and so vivisectionists tended 
not to publicise them. A new anti-vivisection strategy arose of publish-
ing details of how many experiments were being performed in the hope 
of shaming vivisectionists into stopping: the Anti-Vivisection Review 
called this publicity ‘The Light dreaded by all Vivisectors’.7

The second Royal Commission offered an important opportu-
nity for experimenters to launch a ‘counter-attack’ in the propaganda 
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war. The medical community initially coordinated their response 
through the Association for the Advancement of Medical Research 
(AAMR), a working group that had been formed in the wake of the 
Cruelty to Animals Act, to advise the Home Office on granting licenses. 
Concerned that the Commission planned to tighten up the regula-
tions, a number of leading physiologists decided to found a new group, 
the Research Defence Society (RDS), whose inaugural meeting on 
27 January 1908 in London’s Harley Street saw Lord Cromer elected 
as President and Stephen Paget (1855–1926) as Secretary. It consisted 
of a small but distinguished all-male group of physiologists, most of 
whom had links with UCL, which, thanks to the Brown Dog riots, 
was the best-known centre for animal experimentation in the country. 
Among those present at the first meeting were Professor Cushny,8 Sir 
Victor Horsley (1857–1916), Dr Charles Edward Beevor (1854–1908), 
Dr Leonard Hill (1866–1952), Lord Justice Fletcher Moulton (1844–
1921) and Sydney Holland. The RDS received a start-up grant of £185 
jointly from the Physiological Society (another pro-vivisection group, 
founded in 1876 ‘for mutual benefit and protection’) and Professor 
Ernest Starling’s (1866–1927) UCL working group, which was busy 
preparing evidence for the Commission.9

The Earl of Cromer, a diplomat and banker, had very little to do with 
the day to day running of the Society. That task fell to Paget, who was 
also Secretary of the AAMR, many of whose members joined the fledg-
ling RDS, the two organizations eventually amalgamating in 1917.10 
Paget, whose role was somewhat akin to that of Stephen Coleridge in 
the anti-vivisection movement, was not himself a vivisectionist and had 
no connection with UCL. He was medically qualified, but had given 
up practice altogether in 1910 to devote his professional energies to jus-
tifying vivisection, writing frequent articles and letters, and lecturing 
widely on the topic, despite his worsening health.11

Most of the other RDS members were active researchers. Sir Victor 
Horsley, FRS, who had trained at UCL before becoming Professor 
of Surgery there, was a man of strong social principles—a temperance 
reformer and supporter of women’s suffrage—and was particularly 
noted for his kindness to patients. In writings such as ‘The Morality of 
Vivisection’, he argued that excessive feeling for animals was displacing 
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proper concern for humans. His own concern for humanity led him 
to vivisect over 3000 animals (his work on gunshot wounds in dogs 
involved shooting them in the head), a record hotly criticised in the cor-
respondence columns of The Times. He had every reason to resent anti-
vivisectionists, having been professor at the notorious Brown Institute in 
London’s Vauxhall (a post previously held by Burdon-Sanderson, author 
of the vivisectors’ handbook), an institution the BUAV and others had 
strenuously, though unsuccessfully, campaigned to close.12 It was Horsley 
who had helped persuade his colleague Bayliss to bring the so-called 
‘Brown Dog’ libel action against Stephen Coleridge in 1903 for reading 
out an extract from The Shambles of Science at a public meeting—UCL 
men were particularly riled by the chapter entitled ‘Fun’, in which Lind 
af Hageby described their ‘jokes and laughter’ during experiments.

Despite being a dog owner himself (a photograph shows him holding 
an understandably nervous looking Jack Russell), Horsley was spokes-
man for the Society for the Prevention of Hydrophobia, and a leading 
advocate of compulsory dog muzzling—the Society’s answer to Britain’s 
periodic outbreaks of ‘hydrophobia’. These epidemics took the form of a 
rash of press reports about ‘mad’ dogs, at least some of which were prob-
ably suffering from common canine diseases such as distemper, or sim-
ply misbehaving, rather than carrying the dreaded disease.13 How much 
genuine rabies there was in early-twentieth century Britain remains 
an unanswered question, but scare tactics from the Society for the 
Prevention of Hydrophobia, such as recommending that all dogs had to 
be kept muzzled in public in order to prevent a national rabies epidemic, 
were certainly expedient for vivisectionists, for whom unwelcome and 
unwanted strays were an easy source of low cost experimental subjects.14

Another two UCL men at the inaugural RDS meeting were Leonard 
Erskine Hill, a physiologist working on decompression sickness, and 
who held a high view of research (‘the path which saves the millions 
when found’),15 and Beevor, an associate of Horsley.16 An important 
non-medical supporter was Moulton, a barrister who gave evidence 
to the Royal Commission; he ‘preferred not to be a member’, in case 
this was thought to conflict with his legal work, but after he became 
an Appeal Court judge in 1912, and the first chairman of the Medical 
Research Council (MRC) the following year, he used his influence to 
help the RDS ‘again and again’.17
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The second Royal Commission’s report was a foregone conclusion 
given its skewed composition: naturally enough, there were several vivi-
sectors on the panel, but the BUAV’s attempt to have Walter Hadwen 
appointed was rejected on the grounds that as an anti-vivisectionist, 
he would be biased. Between 1906 and 1912 the commission sifted 
a large amount of evidence, before unsurprisingly endorsing the sta-
tus quo. Their major recommendation was the usual one for a public 
enquiry desirous of seeming to act while in fact doing nothing: they set 
up a committee to take over the AAMR’s role of advising on licensing, 
which in the BUAV’s view made no difference. While the Commission 
was still pondering the evidence, vivisection had received a boost from 
the 1911 National Insurance Act, which set aside state (i.e., taxpay-
ers’) money to fund medical research.18 Two years later, the Medical 
Research Committee and Advisory Council (later the MRC) was 
formed to control how the money was allocated.

The Early Years

Membership of the RDS was by invitation only and within a month 
of its foundation almost three hundred experimenters had joined, only 
six of those approached having declined. The annual subscription was 
5 s and life membership £10: since one would have had to live another 
40 years for life membership to work out cheaper, the Society appar-
ently had young experimenters in its sights, but as there are no extant 
membership lists, we cannot be sure who joined. The secrecy was not 
because members would have faced any direct threat—violence against 
vivisectionists was unknown until the 1970s—but because being known 
as a vivisectionist might have deterred some donors, and patients. After 
only a few months there were over a thousand members, including 
eighty-four women, plus many hundreds of associates, mostly medical 
students, who paid half a crown.19

The RDS quickly acquired a list of distinguished vice-presidents to 
rival those of the anti-vivisection societies: these included Elizabeth 
Garrett Anderson, Lord Curzon, the Duke of Devonshire, Edward 
Elgar, M.R. James, Rudyard Kipling, Ray Lankester, William Osler, 
and Henry Wellcome.20 To the dismay of the anti-vivisection camp, 
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sixteen Anglican bishops signed up, perhaps desirous of demonstrating, 
as the Bishop of Edinburgh had stressed at a church congress 20 years 
earlier, that the Church was not ‘anti-science’.21 RDS meetings were, 
and remained, ticket only, despite being described as ‘public’, but inter-
ested laypeople could, and did, attend; at a meeting of the Kensington 
branch, more than half the audience were women.22

The initial strategy was to hold educational meetings and provide 
speakers for public debates. The society kept itself abreast of the times 
and locations of anti-vivisection meetings, and accepted ‘challenges’ to 
send along a speaker. These were competitive debates, with a vote taken 
at the end, and the RDS minutes record that they ‘won’ in Winchester 
and Bow, but lost in Bath and Oxford. However engaging these sessions 
were to those present, the small numbers voting—usually less than a 
hundred—suggests they did not have a very wide appeal. Recognising 
that competitive debating was unlikely to achieve its objects, the RDS 
decided not to accept any further invitations from anti-vivisection 
societies, though they continued to provide public speakers into the 
1920s.23

Both the RDS and their opponents were, however, willing to continue 
the argument at a less intellectual level. In January 1909, the committee 
was shown a circular, signed ‘M. Cowan’, outlining ‘a plan of prayer for 
the sudden death of this or that person making experiments on animals’. 
This echo of Anna Kingsford’s notorious campaign of psychic assassina-
tion, which she claimed had brought about the deaths of Claude Bernard 
and Paul Bert, was the sort of anti-vivisection excess that the RDS quite 
reasonably thought would help their cause. Unfortunately, their own tac-
tics were scarcely more subtle; they accused Lord Llangattock of being 
‘addicted’ to stag hunting, a libel that Dr Morgan Jones for the RDS was 
foolish enough to try to defend, leaving the Society with no choice but 
to publish an apology in order to avoid being sued, though Paget churl-
ishly limited it to ‘a purely formal expression of regret’.24

The task of the RDS was made easier by the anti-vivisectionists’ 
inherent disunity. A major schism had occurred in 1898 when the 
National Anti-Vivisection Society passed the following resolution by 29 
votes to 23:
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The Council affirms that, while the demand for the total abolition of 
vivisection will ever remain the ultimate object of the National Anti-
Vivisection Society, the Society is not thereby precluded from making 
efforts in Parliament for lesser measures, having for its object the saving of 
animals from scientific torture.25

As a result, Frances Power Cobbe had set up the British Union for the 
Abolition of Vivisection, which demanded a total and immediate ban 
on all animal experiments, while the NAVS, under Stephen Coleridge’s 
leadership, was prepared to accept lesser measures in the interim. The 
choice between principled total abolition and pragmatic gradualism was 
to prove an enduring source of tension for the movement.

In 1909, two rival international anti-vivisection congresses were held 
in England, one organised by Lizzy Lind af Hageby’s gradualist Animal 
Defence and Anti-Vivisection Society, and the other by the World 
League Against Vivisection, which was committed to total abolition. 
While the latter’s position was perhaps logically more coherent (if vivi-
section were morally wrong, there could be no excuse for tolerating it), it 
seemed to the pragmatists that those demanding ‘all or nothing’ were lia-
ble to end up with nothing. For the World League, however, total aboli-
tion seemed achievable, not least because they had the support of several 
prominent Labour MPs, whose party was a rising force in parliament.26

When engaged in debate, the RDS favoured the time-honoured util-
itarian position that vivisection saves human lives, which they backed 
up by providing facts about the important discoveries that Pasteur and 
other famous medical scientists had made through animal research. It 
could be difficult for their some of their speakers to appreciate why the 
audience remained unconvinced by such powerful evidence. In 1910, 
the distinguished astronomer Sir David Gill (1843–1914), speaking for 
the Society, was involved in the following exchange:

Gill:   ‘Let any mother whose child is suffering from 
that dangerous disease diphtheria be asked how 
many dogs’ lives she would give for the life of 
her child’

A lady in the audience:   ‘None’
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Gill:   ‘God help humanity! (Applause and a few hisses) 
One lady says she would not give one’

Lady:   ‘Not one’.27

The RDS undertook direct action against anti-vivisectionists with 
more success. They asked railway companies not to display anti-
vivisection  posters on their stations, with the result that the District 
Railway stopped accepting them, while the canny Great Western con-
tinued to take the anti-vivisectionists’ money but placed the posters in 
obscure positions.28 The RDS also persuaded railway bookstalls not 
to sell anti-vivisection pamphlets, asked the publisher Sir Frederick 
Macmillan to drop anti-vivisection publications from his list, convinced 
the Postmaster General to ban anti-vivisection advertisements in post 
offices, and induced the organisers of Cruft’s dog show to stop hosting 
a BUAV stall there.29 They even planned to break up a ‘monster proces-
sion’ in the anti-vivisectionists’ home territory of South London, until 
they discovered there would be ‘a large contingent of Battersea roughs, 
to protect the banners from medical students…’.30

A common means of promoting the anti-vivisection message was to 
rent display space in a shop window and hand out leaflets outside. The 
RDS hired men with sandwich boards to March up and down in front 
of the ADAVS’s ‘anti-vivisection shop’ in London’s bustling Piccadilly 
and hand out leaflets of their own, a tactic that was successful insofar 
as the shop closed after a year, though it probably did little to spread 
a positive message about research. Passers-by found these aggressive 
pamphleteers, who came to blows on one occasion, a nuisance, and 
Westminster Council complained about the resulting litter of leaf-
lets that beleaguered pedestrians threw away as soon as they could: a 
salutary reminder that most people had no interest in the vivisection 
question one way or the other.31 In 1910, the BUAV opened shops in 
Wimbledon, Newcastle, Southport, Liverpool and Worcester, and the 
minutes of the RDS note that ‘[e]ach of these shops had been duly 
besieged with the leaflets of the Research Defence Society, and had been 
closed’. The contents of their leaflets was as disingenuous as those of 
the antis: when George Robbins of the Anti-Vivisection Hospital wrote 
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to Paget complaining about a pamphlet entitled ‘Fighting the Invisible’, 
Paget admitted that it was untrue to state that animals were always 
killed immediately after experimentation, because that ‘would defeat the 
objects of enquiry’, but said the RDS was not responsible for the con-
tents of the pamphlets they distributed.32

The fuss stirred up by the second Royal Commission and the ensu-
ing pamphlet wars died down with the outbreak of the First World 
War. The public had other concerns, and newspapers had little space 
to report domestic spats. Civilian medical research and education were 
stepped down as universities focussed on training extra doctors quickly, 
and many anti-vivisection groups suspended their activities,33 though 
their work was not done, as military experiments replaced civil ones. 
As the conflict escalated into an industrial and technological race to 
manufacture weapons faster and in greater numbers than the enemy, 
science was enlisted to come up with new ones: in 1915, the Ministry 
of Munitions acquired six thousand acres in Wiltshire that became the 
War Department Experimental Ground, better known as Porton Down, 
and commandeered a nearby farm to breed animals for the chemical 
and other weapons tests that were set to take place there.34

Wartime statistics were presented in such a way as to obscure the 
large increase in the number of animals being used; for example, in 
1916, the Lancet noted that the latest Home Office return showed 2771 
experiments had been performed the previous year, ‘other than those 
of the nature of simple inoculations, hypodermic injections, or similar 
proceedings…’.35 While this sounded reasonable enough, these ‘simple’ 
injections included inoculations with tuberculosis, anthrax, rabies and 
bubonic plague, and there were many thousands of them.36 National 
newspaper proprietors were bound to keep the government’s secrets, 
and were provided with positive stories about how research on animals 
was leading to major advances in the fight against disease amongst the 
troops. The anti-vivisection lobby unfortunately chose to counter what 
they saw as the government’s increasingly authoritarian attitude to med-
icine by campaigning against compulsory vaccination, with the result 
that they were denounced in the House of Commons as ‘unpatriotic’ 
for trying to stop soldiers from receiving life-saving inoculations.37 
Since this could be construed as interfering with the war effort, a crime 
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under the Defence of the Realm Acts, the anti-vivisection movement 
found itself effectively boycotted by the press.38

Inter-War Politics

After the war, the RDS claimed that experiments on animals had saved 
the lives of many wounded men by helping surgeons to understand ‘the 
violences offered in modern warfare to the human body…’39, and they 
branded the anti-vivisection movement ‘an enemy of the people’.40 The 
Society resumed its course of blocking anti-vivisection initiatives when-
ever it could while eschewing open debate, but Paget, whose health was 
deteriorating, became concerned that, although public opinion was 
turning in their favour, it would be impossible for them to overcome 
opponents who had many times more money to spend than they did 
(in 1921, the RDS’s annual income was under £750—less than one 
anti-vivisection society was spending on stationery).41 ‘We cannot fol-
low them everywhere’, he wrote despairingly, painfully aware that many 
local RDS branches were ‘half-dead’.42

Fortunately for the RDS, the war had sapped support for anti-
vivisection  also. Appalling though the suffering inflicted upon animals 
during the conflict had been, it was lost in the shadow of the human 
tragedy. It was also believed that animal experimentation carried out in 
secret had helped the war effort. The BUAV made the best of it, ask-
ing donors to recall that animals too had served their country by per-
forming military service, but in the post war years many people were 
poorer, taxation had increased, and there was little money to spare for 
animal charities. Most of the anti-vivisection movement’s charismatic 
founders were now dead or aged, and the societies they had founded, 
like all protestants, had proved fissiparous, and, rather than pooling 
their resources, tended pursue separate agendas. Consequently, most of 
the anti-vivisection work undertaken in the inter-war period was unco-
ordinated, and met with scant success. High-profile researchers such as 
the UCL physiologists were still subjected to attacks in print, which was 
how Lizzy Lind af Hageby and Leisa Schartau had begun their cam-
paign at the turn of the century, but perhaps the only new tactic of note 
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was a ‘van campaign’ to transport posters and pamphlets to far-flung 
parts of the country and collect signatures for petitions.43

Within the medical profession, the growing reliance on animal experi-
ments seemed to have gained unstoppable momentum: animal research 
had come to be regarded as the gold standard and so scientists who 
wanted their work to be taken seriously by their peers more or less had to 
use animals. Of the Nobel prizes in physiology or medicine awarded in the 
hundred years from 1901, only thirteen did not involve research on non-
human vertebrates. This pattern was reflected by lesser prize- and grant-
giving bodies, and so animal research became linked in the public mind 
with reports of acclaimed new discoveries, while the details of what actu-
ally went on in the privacy of the laboratory were usually glossed over.44

There were some attempts by the anti-vivisection lobby to have 
Porton Down closed, but they came to nothing as the government 
was keen to continue its research in anticipation of another conflict. 
Curiosity about this secret establishment led to speculation in the press 
and questions in parliament, where the answers given only hinted at 
what might still have been going on there. In May 1923, the Under 
Secretary for War admitted in the House of Commons that over 700 
animals, including 23 monkeys, had been used in ‘gas poisoning’ exper-
iments the previous year, and the number of animals acknowledged to 
have been used in such testing continued to rise until 1925, when the 
Geneva protocol banned chemical warfare.45

Ironically, peace initiatives such as the League of Nations, formed in 
1920 to prevent future conflicts, tended to lead to more experiments 
on animals, since improvements in ‘modern medicine’ were hyped as a 
means to alleviate the social hardships that led to war.46 The post-war 
conflict in which Europe was now engaged was a war against poverty 
and disease, and it was being fought with modern, scientific weapons 
developed in the clinic and laboratory. Pro-vivisection literature made 
increasing use of this military imagery, with the RDS reporting what 
had been learned from the ‘sacrifice’ of laboratory animals in a series 
of pamphlets entitled The Fight Against Disease. Like any war, it needed 
large sums of money to be raised at a national level: to this end, the 
British Empire Cancer Campaign was founded in 1923, to supplement 
the work of the ICRF and MRC, who initially considered it a rival.
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The idea that science held the keys to health, prosperity and peace 
naturally fostered a positive attitude on the part of the public towards 
laboratory research: at the Efficiency Exhibition in Olympia there were 
long queues at the Middlesex Hospital stall as people waited to look 
down the microscopes.47 The British experienced nothing like the reac-
tion to laboratory-based work that had been seen in Germany, where a 
so-called ‘crisis of medicine’ occurred as many ordinary people lost their 
trust in ‘mechanistic’ medicine and turned instead to heterodox practi-
tioners of alternative medicine, whose treatments seemed more natural 
and whose methods appeared more patient-centred.48 In Germany, vivi-
section became a symbol of the failure of scientific medicine to respect 
the ideals of the traditional healer, and the public responded enthusi-
astically when the rising National Socialist Party adopted an anti-
vivisection  policy.

In Britain, those parts of society that were most outspoken with 
regard to vivisection failed to hold the government to account when 
they were able to, presumably because they felt there were more impor-
tant issues to vote on. Anyone who had predicted that the government 
would be forced to ban vivisection once women and the non-landed 
classes were enfranchised turned out to be badly mistaken.49 The first 
Labour government, formed in 1924, included no fewer than four 
cabinet ministers—Ramsay Macdonald (1866–1937), Philip Snowden 
(1864–1937), Arthur Henderson (1863–1935) and J.R. Clynes (1869–
1949)—who had been pre-war supporters of the World League Against 
Vivisection, but all of them failed to put their purported principles into 
practice now that they were able to do so. Clynes confessed his hypoc-
risy in the most elegant of phrases, writing that in the matter of vivi-
section he found it impossible ‘to harmonise his public duties with his 
private opinion’.50

With support for anti-vivisection groups on the wane, the RDS 
turned its attention to ensuring that the income derived from legacies as 
wealthy anti-vivisectionists died off was minimised. In a landmark legal 
case in 1928, the RDS appealed against a legacy of £200,000 being used 
to set up a trust to fund the Beaumont Animals Benevolent Society.51 
The bequest was as bizarre as it was generous, but the Court of Appeal 
ruled that its purpose—to create a sanctuary where all kinds of animals 
could live undisturbed by humans—was not charitable, since the Court 
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reckoned that this would provide no benefit to the public.52 Although 
this so-called Grove-Grady case was not related to anti-vivisection, the 
judgement did establish a valuable principle, from the RDS’s perspec-
tive, that money given for the benefit of animals alone could not be con-
sidered charity. Had the court decided otherwise, wrote its secretary, it 
‘would have given us endless trouble’,53 as it was, the decision paved the 
way for a future ruling that anti-vivisection too could not be a charita-
ble cause.

For veterinary hospitals where research on animals took place, Grove-
Grady meant that charity must be given for the benefit of the hospi-
tal rather than the animals. In 1931, the RDS took legal action against 
the BUAV on behalf of the Tail Waggers Club, a fundraising scheme for 
the Royal Veterinary School that the BUAV had tried to block on the 
grounds that it subsidised animal experimentation. The RDS’s action 
was successful, winning for Captain Hobbs, the only human member 
of the Tail Waggers, £500 in damages.54 The following year, the School 
found themselves less grateful for principle that charity could not be 
given solely to help animals when the RDS threatened legal action to 
prevent them accepting £25,000 from an anti-vivisectionist, though the 
Society relented after School promised ‘that none of the sum be devoted 
to anti-vivisection propaganda’.55

The RDS did not receive government assistance, remaining essentially 
a private lobby group for vivisectionists. New license holders received a 
letter inviting them to join, but neither the identities of those who did, 
nor the total number of members, was made public, though there must 
have been far fewer than even the smallest anti-vivisection society, and 
the RDS’s annual income was less than a thousand pounds. Considering 
its modest budget, the influence it was able to exert was impressive. In 
1934, the honorary secretary, G.P. Crowd, summarised its principal 
achievements: the defeat of the Dogs Protection Bill, the defence of 
University College in the dog stealing case, changing the attitude of the 
RSPCA to research, blocking the Grove-Grady bequest, and protecting 
research at the Royal Veterinary School.56 A closer examination of the 
first of these, the long and frustrated progress of the Dogs Protection 
Bill in its various forms, shows how the RDS was able to influence 
parliament and collaborate effectively with the BMA and other pro-
vivisection  groups.
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Stopping the Dogs Protection Bill

The Dogs Protection Bill was conceived as a means to break down the 
vivisectionists’ defences at their weakest point, necessarily forgoing 
the support of total abolitionists (though the BUAV backed it) in the 
hope of winning a tactical victory on behalf of the species most adept 
at appealing to human sympathy. The popularity of dogs as domestic 
companions as well as their usefulness as working animals made their 
use as experimental subjects seem particularly objectionable; as Lord 
Dowding put it, ‘the dog has no aim in life other than to love and serve 
humanity’, and the relationship between dogs and humans was often 
assumed, with good reason, to be a special one.57 Dogs had had their 
own anti-cruelty lobby since 1891, when the National Canine Defence 
League was founded by the breeders of show dogs, to protect dogs from 
all kinds of cruelty, from vivisection to muzzling.

The advocates of dog-specific anti-vivisection legislation left them-
selves open to the criticism that they were acting on an irrational, 
sentimental bias towards a favourite pet, and indeed the positions 
of both sides in the dogfight were not far removed from hypocrisy. 
Experimenters pretended there was nothing special about dogs, but 
then admitted they preferred them because they were particularly coop-
erative and biddable, even under torture, an admission condemned by 
anti-vivisectionists as the heartless betrayal of a friend and helper. Dog 
lovers, however, had little to be proud of; one reason that dogs were 
such a popular laboratory animal being that they were readily obtain-
able: Britain was home to a large underclass of strays and mongrels 
which, though legally protected from vivisection by the 1906 Dogs Act, 
were, in reality, like pauper cadavers a century before, worthless to all 
except experimenters, who could easily acquire them for money.

In 1906, when the BUAV sought support for a dogs protection bill 
(not an entirely novel idea, since a ‘Dog Protection Bill’ had been con-
templated as long ago as the 1840s to prevent the theft of ‘fancy dogs’ 
for export),58 the public, understandably averse from the idea of any-
one experimenting on what they saw as pets, responded enthusiastically, 
and the BUAV was able to present the Home Secretary with a petition 
weighing a quarter of a ton, nine miles long, and with over 400,000 
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signatures.59 Although the size and weight of this monster petition were 
obviously inflated for dramatic effect, it still stands as one of the largest 
written petitions in English history.

The BUAV had appealed to the public because a similar bill intro-
duced in the House of Commons the previous year had failed to pro-
gress.60 For those unversed in the labyrinthine complexities of the 
British parliamentary system, bills receive a nominal ‘first reading’—
in which the title is read out and the bill is ordered to be printed—
followed  by a second reading when they are debated and voted on. If 
they are passed, there follows a committee stage at which amendments 
are made and voted on, before the bill may proceed, time permitting, 
to a third reading and another vote. Once a bill has been passed by 
the Commons, it must then undergo a similar process in the House of 
Lords, and only when this is finally complete is the bill passed for royal 
assent, at which point it becomes law. Few private member’s bills, i.e., 
those not sponsored by the government, ever become law, unless the 
government aids their passage.

The medical profession, through the BMA, responded to the huge 
petition by releasing a strongly worded manifesto opposing the bill,61 
which suffered the fate of most unsupported bills, reaching its second 
reading but then running out of parliamentary time. It was reintroduced 
in 1907 by the radical liberal barrister Ellis Griffith (1860–1926), but 
met with the same outcome. Sir Frederick (later Lord) Banbury (1850–
1936) tried again in 1908, to loud cheers from the backbenches, but 
despite the support of the fifty or so MPs who were members of the 
BUAV-sponsored Parliamentary Anti-Vivisection Committee, the bill 
was blocked by members representing medical and university interests. 
In 1911, after the BUAV’s parliamentary question on the legality of sell-
ing dogs for experimentation received an ‘evasive and unsatisfactory’ 
answer from the government,62 Banbury vowed to reintroduce the dogs 
bill in every session until it was passed. The bill passed its second reading 
in 1913, but was ‘wrecked’ at the committee stage, when it was decided, 
by thirteen votes to twelve, to amend it to allow experiments performed 
under anaesthesia,63 thereby, quipped one newspaper, ensuring that the 
bill was ‘painlessly killed’.64 Perhaps the most quotable contribution in 
this debate came from the G.G. Greenwood (1850–1928), a supporter 
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of the bill, who, when asked by the committee whether he would vivi-
sect a dog to save his own child, replied: ‘to save my child, I should, 
very possibly, be prepared to vivisect the honourable Member who asked 
[that question], But that would hardly be accepted as proof that I was 
morally right in so doing’.65

The Bill returned again in 1914, to the dismay of the BMA, and 350 
physicians and surgeons wrote to The Times in protest.66 This was suf-
ficient to mobilise enough MPs to block it as, apart from the parlia-
mentary anti-vivisection group, most had no strong opinions on the fate 
of stray dogs. Accused of being motivated by sentimentality, the anti-
vivisection MP Colonel E.S. Sladen said he was ‘proud’ of being senti-
mental about dogs, and would welcome ‘the advent of sentiment into 
the house of commons’.67

The tenacious Banbury (‘a grim old Tory, but he has a very soft heart 
for a dog’) tried again in 1919 and the bill ‘slipped through’ its second 
reading in spite of the efforts of the Commons medical committee, who 
were ‘caught napping’, and whose best argument seemed to be that the 
bill was against the national interest, since research on dogs during the 
war had led to the development of gas masks.68 The bill got through to 
the committee stage but was amended to make it, in the words of the 
RDS, ‘absurd’ and then defeated on a three line whip (i.e., the govern-
ment compelled its MPs to vote against it on pain of expulsion from the 
party).69 It did not help that an ‘epidemic’ of ‘rabies’ broke out while 
the bill was before the house, a coincidence that looked to one newspa-
per like ‘a political dodge’ to deprive stray dogs of public sympathy.70 
The Times, which opposed the Bill, took the opportunity to remind 
readers that the cure for ‘this most awful disease’ had been discovered by 
Pasteur’s experiments on animals.71

The medical lobby continued to present vivisection as both essential 
and innocuous. A deputation from the Royal Society of Medicine told 
the Home Office that ‘in the absence of infection the wounds [of vivi-
sected dogs] were not painful’, but it is inconceivable that anyone with 
medical experience actually believed this; the point was well made by 
anti-vivisectionists that scientists were never willing to have these ‘pain-
less little operations’ performed on themselves.72 The deputation also 
appealed to the national interest by claiming that ‘success in war or in 
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industry was bound up in experimental research’, which gave the gov-
ernment a political and financial excuse for permitting as many experi-
ments as possible, while making anti-vivisection seem to go against the 
national interest.

The established church, or at least those in authority within it, sided 
with the RDS. The (Protestant) Archbishop of Dublin, who was presi-
dent of the RDS’s Dublin branch, complained that the bill would 
‘retard the advance of medical knowledge and hinder the work of sur-
geons for the benefit of suffering mankind’. He told an RDS meeting 
that, compared with human needs, the interests of animals were mor-
ally negligible: ‘Man has a dignity of his own which he does not share 
with the lower creatures. He is an “end in himself ”, as the philosophers 
say: you cannot say that of any other animal’.73 Pro-vivisection bishops 
earned the disapproval of some members of their flocks, but their lord-
ships held firm in their views: the Church Anti-Vivisection League told 
Bishop Frodsham of Queensland that his involvement with the RDS, 
‘having nothing to do with his sacred office, is a scandal and cause of 
offence to manifold members of his flock’, but the bishop replied that 
vivisection was a work of mercy to alleviate human suffering,74 which 
his critics thought a poor sort of humanity:

If not a sparrow fillets to the ground,
Without the notice of Almighty God,
What will not be required of those who give
Their sanction and support to such a crime
As vivisection?

Not a throb or groan
Of martyred animals strapped down in torture troughs
(Within those ‘cruel habitations’ planned by cowards
And human monsters known as lab’r’tries,
Where ‘science’—falsely called—holds unchecked sway,
And cruelty un-masked stalks rampant in the midst
Of dumb defenceless victims dazed with fear,
And turning piteous eyes on the mean wretch
Who stands, with Knife upraised, to make the gash
Which is ‘to benefit humanity’!)…75
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If one can penetrate their execrable style, these verses neatly encap-
sulate the main argument against vivisection: it was inhumane and so 
could not benefit humanity, or be a path to knowledge, as only the 
morally ignorant would perform it.

The RDS seldom responded to religious or philosophical arguments, 
at times seeming genuinely baffled by them, and certainly did not rely 
on them to defeat the Dogs Protection Bill, arranging instead for their 
supporters in the House of Commons deliberately to prolong the pro-
ceedings so the bill would run out of time, a not uncommon parliamen-
tary tactic.76 The Bill, however, showed no signs of going away, and had 
yet another first reading in 1921.

At a public meeting of the London and Provincial Anti-Vivisection 
Society, one of its founders, the Irish suffragette Mrs Norah Dacre-Fox 
(later Norah Elam, 1878–1961), read out twenty letters from Members 
of Parliament in support of the Bill. As she knew that ‘a large major-
ity of the [female] public were strongly in favour of the measure’, she 
felt sure it would pass ‘if women made proper use of their new politi-
cal power’.77 There was, however, more power in influence than num-
bers, and the BMA’s parliamentary subcommittee collaborated with the 
Commons medical committee to get the bill ‘talked out’ again, this time 
by the medical MP Francis Fremantle (1872–1943), who was acting ‘on 
behalf of the [Research Defence] Society’.78

To forestall further attempts at legislation, Viscount Knutsford (the 
philanthropist Sydney Holland) requested that the BMA produce a 
definitive statement in favour of vivisection and they duly obliged, 
declaring in a memorandum of 1926 that any interference with it 
would ‘impede advancement of knowledge’.79 The following year, 
another Dogs Protection Bill, this time backed by the National Canine 
Defence League, was laid before parliament. By this time, public sup-
port had grown stronger, and the petition had a million signatures, 
including three thousand medical practitioners, coincidentally the same 
as the number of medical signatories on a petition in favour of vivisec-
tion that had led the Home Secretary to water down the provisions of 
the 1876 Act.80

The cardiologist Sir Thomas Lewis (1881–1945), who was said to 
have coined the term ‘clinical science’, hastily arranged for the BMA to 
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convene a conference on research and animal experimentation, which 
predictably concluded that experiments on dogs were essential to ‘the 
progress of medical science’, and the bill was voted down at its second 
reading.81 It did not help that the National Canine Defence League 
had overstated their case by claiming that physiologists were still stag-
ing ‘demonstrations of a prolonged and agonising nature’ for the ben-
efit of their students, though such demonstrations were the one thing 
that public pressure had succeeded in curbing. The NCDL’s out-dated 
caricature of medical teaching offended the physiologist J.B.S. Haldane 
(1892–1964), a humane man who became a vegetarian in later life and 
who maintained that scientists should avoid causing suffering to ani-
mals unless prepared to volunteer as experimental subjects themselves: 
he offered £100 reward for evidence of a cruel physiological demonstra-
tion having taken place within the last ten years, with no claimants.82 
The Dogs Bill was brought up again in 1925, only to be blocked in the 
Lords by peers representing the combined interests of the MRC, Royal 
College of Surgeons, Royal College of Physicians, and BMA.83

Throughout the inter-war period, the BMA staunchly opposed all 
parliamentary measures aimed at restricting vivisection.84 In 1922, 
1924 and 1930 Joseph Kenworthy MP (1886–1953) tried to intro-
duce a bill on behalf of the BUAV to prevent National Insurance money 
(a form of income tax) being spent on vivisection, but the leaders of 
the BMA (without consulting their membership) rallied medical MPs 
to deny the bill parliamentary time.85 Later in the year, the BMA’s 
Secretary asked local branches to lobby their parliamentary candi-
dates not to give the anti-vivisection pledge that some voters wanted. 
Included with the request was a list of MPs—67 out of a total of 615—
whose anti-vivisection views were so well known that it was thought not 
worthwhile to approach them. All but six were members of the labour 
party.

One well-known socialist who did not agree with them was H.G. 
Wells (1866–1946), a graduate of the Royal College of Science in 
Kensington and sometime Labour parliamentary candidate for the 
University of London, who weighed in with a newspaper article 
denouncing anti-vivisectionists’ ‘fanatical illusions’ and arguing that 
their real battle was not against cruelty but the scientific quest for 
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knowledge.86 Bernard Shaw replied for the antis that Wells’s vision was 
the ‘science’ of imbeciles, since it would lead not to a better under-
standing of the world but to more and more introverted experimenta-
tion. The two writers personified the orthodox and alternative attitudes 
to science. To Wells’s argument that the medical profession was ‘mas-
sively in support of vivisection’, Shaw replied that they had been taught 
to defend it as a ‘tenet of faith’, though they did not ‘massively prac-
tice it’.87 Though the RDS made much of the overwhelming support 
for vivisection amongst doctors, it was unsurprising given that no one 
could go through medical school without being indoctrinated in the 
importance of animal research.88 Furthermore, for a doctor publically to 
support the anti-vivisection lobby was tantamount to professional sui-
cide. The BUAV president Dr Walter Hadwen was barred from joining 
the BMA, and was subjected to what appears to have been a vexatious 
trial for medical manslaughter after the death of a patient in 1924.89

The repeated thwarting of the Dogs Protection Bill shows the strate-
gic effectiveness of mobilising medical and parliamentary influence in 
support of animal experimentation. The RDS had less money to spend 
than the anti-vivisectionists, no donations from the public, and little 
popular support: it would have been impossible for them to muster a 
substantial petition in favour of experimenting on dogs, stray or oth-
erwise.90 However, they were able to persuade most of the few dozen 
medically and scientifically trained members of the House of Commons 
to oppose anti-vivisection bills whenever they arose. That these elected 
representatives had no qualms about ignoring public opinion reflects 
the paternalistic nature of medical science, as well as politics, at the 
time. Perhaps they decided that animal experimentation was for the 
good of the British people, whether they wanted it or not, though those 
MPs with connections in the research industry might be suspected of 
self-interest. Whatever their motives, pro-vivisection parliamentarians 
had the distinction of ignoring some of the largest petitions ever pre-
sented to the British government.

The involvement of the BMA was important in persuading both 
politicians and public that the nation’s health and prosperity depended 
upon animal research. Led by a generation of doctors trained to 
accept laboratory experiments as the basis of medical knowledge, the 



6 The Research Defence Society …     153

Association treated any threat to vivisection as a threat to their profes-
sion, which they countered by producing, on demand, pro-vivisection 
statements to suit the RDS’s purposes.91 In common with the RDS 
and the anti-vivisection lobby, the BMA did not limit its statements 
to answering questions of fact, but gave strong ideological support to a 
position that it regarded as non-negotiable.

‘Dog Burke and Hare’

In a 1927 memorandum, the MRC stated ‘There is no medical practi-
tioner who does not use in his daily work information which he owes 
to experiments on dogs’, and went on to say that, in many respects, 
the dog’s anatomy was the nearest ‘available’ to that of man.92 Whether 
this latter statement can be regarded as true depends on the significance 
of the word ‘available’. It was certainly not the case that, as Viscount 
Knutsford told the House of Lords in 1924, the dog ‘is more closely 
allied to man in what I may call its internal arrangements than is any 
other animal’.93 Apes are obviously more closely related, and even if we 
charitably suppose his lordship meant British, domesticated animals, for 
a closer match he would have had to look no further than the pig. The 
truth was that experimenters preferred to use dogs because they were 
a convenient size to work with, relatively compliant, and so numer-
ous they could be obtained cheaply and easily. The BMA went beyond 
defending the sale of dogs for experimentation, by demanding, in an 
echo of anatomists’ calls for pauper dissection a century earlier, that the 
law be changed so that all strays that were ‘unclaimed and obviously 
unwanted’ were automatically made available.94

University College London was among the dog dealers’ best cus-
tomers. Its professors included some of Europe’s most distinguished 
physiologists, whose students were exposed to a diet of experimental 
physiology far in excess of anything they needed to learn medicine: by 
the 1940s they were receiving a total of over 300 h of practical teach-
ing in experimental physiology, around ten times more than in any 
present day medical school.95 Obtaining sufficient animals for research 
and teaching on this scale was challenging, and while London, like any 
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big city, had plenty of stray dogs, it was illegal under the 1906 Dogs 
Act to give or sell them to a laboratory. Dogs for vivisection had to be 
purchased from dealers, though as the provenance of any given dog was 
almost impossible to establish, the dealers found it easy to flout the law.

University College was first linked with dog stealing in 1913, when 
Professor Starling was summoned to the High Court to give evidence 
in a case.96 Starling was a robust defender of the use of stray dogs for 
experimentation, arguing that as they were commonly euthanised any-
way, they may as well be employed for useful purposes first.97 On this 
occasion, the College was acquitted of any wrongdoing, and its physiol-
ogists continued to source dogs from local dealers. Thirteen years later, 
when sentencing a dog-stealer to six months hard labour for receiving 
and ill-treating two Irish terriers, a London magistrate alluded to the 
College’s continuing involvement:

You [Hewett the dog seller] are no doubt a cruel and unscrupulous man, 
and anything I can do to stop this sort of thing I will. I must not say 
too much because the people who employ you are not here and are not 
represented. Anyone who has heard this case must have a feeling of con-
siderable uneasiness as to what is taking place. I have been told that a 
dog-stealer is employed by this school [University College] to supply 
them with dogs for physiological experiments.… It has been often said 
in these Courts that if there were no receivers there would be no thieves. 
At 8 a.m. two valuable pedigree dogs are missed from outside a house. 
At 9 o’clock they are taken to this school in a sack under circumstances 
of great cruelty, and in 24 h they would have been dead. No questions 
would have been asked. It must raise a feeling of considerable alarm 
among animal lovers to find that this has been going on for some time.

It certainly raised alarm, but it was impossible to prove that the physiolo-
gists knew the dogs they were buying were stolen. In their defence, the 
College pointed out ‘[t]hat the man Hewett has never been an employé 
… [t]hat the professor of physiology had no means of ascertaining that 
Hewett had been convicted [in the past] of dog stealing’, and that the 
professor had always ‘… required a written guarantee that all the animals 
so delivered by Hewett and by the other dealer with whom he traded 
were legitimately obtained’. The National Canine Defence League was 
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suspicious: if the College was obtaining the dogs legally, why were they 
being brought there ‘in sacks, as if they were potatoes’?98 Lord Banbury 
thought the insistence on a written guarantee was also incriminating, 
since only a person who suspected they might be buying stolen goods 
would be sure to obtain one.99 Moreover, the dogs showed signs of having 
been injured, as if their captors had found it necessary to subdue them.100

Rumours persisted, and University College soon found itself in the 
police news again, after one George Phipps was charged with stealing 
a wolfhound from outside its own home. The dog’s 76-year-old owner 
tellingly went straight to UCL, where he inquired for Professor Ernest 
Verney (1894–1967). The Professor had the cages checked and the old 
man was reunited with his dog, which apart from a bump on the head 
was ‘none the worse for his adventure’. At Phipps’s trial (which the dog 
attended) there was more bad publicity for the College:

A boy of fourteen, who said he was ‘animal attendant’ at University 
College, said he had known the defendant for about four weeks. He (the 
defendant) helped a man named Jackson to fetch dogs to the college.

Counsel: Mr. Jackson often supplies dogs for the college?—Yes.

He brought two on November 19?—Yes’.

I would remark here that it is curious that a boy of fourteen should be 
employed to look after animals. I do not suppose any of your Lordships 
would give the charge of your animals solely into the hands of a boy of 
fourteen. But this is what emerges from those two statements, that within 
a fortnight two cases of stolen dogs are brought forward and in both of 
those cases these dogs were going to University College.101

The ‘University of London Animal Welfare Society’, set up by Starling 
to demonstrate that UCL took a responsible approach to research,102 
sometimes had to arrange for dogs to be nursed back to health to make 
them fit enough for vivisection, but had never questioned the vendors 
about why they were delivered in such a poor state.103  Lord Banbury’s 
allegations of a cover-up seem to have been warranted. When one med-
ical MP commended the use of dogs in research on the grounds that 
they were cheap, this suggested, said Banbury, that they were being 
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supplied illegally: ‘Of course if you steal the dogs you do not pay much 
for them’.

In 1926, the BUAV decided there was enough evidence to fund an 
action against Verney, and while they were no doubt gratified when 
the sensational news that a University Professor had been summoned 
for ‘receiving’ was splashed across the newspapers, it soon became obvi-
ous that there was no chance of a conviction.104 At Clerkenwell Police 
Court, Verney’s innocence seemed to be assumed from the outset: he 
was allowed to sit at the solicitors’ table rather than in the dock, and 
although the court was told the BUAV had paid for the plaintiff’s law-
yer, there was no mention that Verney’s defence was supported by the 
RDS.105 Dismissing the case, the magistrate said it should never have 
been brought, and ordered the prosecution to pay costs, though he did 
add that the College (which was buying over five hundred dogs a year) 
should make more stringent enquiries in future.106 A spokesman for the 
College told the press: ‘I am speaking for a large body of opinion which 
is tired of this slobbering by people who have nothing better to do than 
look after pups, parrots and pigeons’.107 For the public, the message was 
simple: ‘Watch Your Dog’.108

The parallels with body-snatching are extensive: the clandestine but 
widely-known market for ‘subjects’, the legal ambiguities, the profes-
sional denial of any suspicion, and the prosecution of middle men while 
the doctors went free. The defence of the physiologists who purchased 
dogs was the same as that of the anatomists who had purchased cadav-
ers: they did not know that any crime had been committed to supply 
their needs, and were not responsible for the actions of others. Their 
shady deals were only possible with the complicity of a public most of 
whom simply did not care where scientists obtained their materiel. The 
animal victims, like the human victims of Burke and Hare (a compari-
son made in the press), were worth more dead than alive; they were, 
as one dog stealer told Starling’s protégé Professor Lovatt Evans (1884–
1968; his contribution to the war effort included working on poison 
gas at Porton Down), ‘not worth a penny as dogs’,109 and like the vic-
tims murdered for dissection, they came mostly from the lowest classes, 
and nobody missed them. ‘We want only mongrel dogs’, said Evans,  
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‘…valuable dogs would be too delicate for us’: it required hybrid vigour 
to be vivisected.110

The BUAV would scarcely have been so naïve as to have expected a 
conviction; their motive was presumably to cause a scandal, and in this 
they succeeded, for even after Verney was acquitted on the legal tech-
nicality that he had not actually been in possession of the dog whilst it 
was in a cage in his department, the name of University College was still 
in the news for all the wrong reasons.111 Questions were asked in the 
House of Commons and it made headlines that the College had ‘used’ 
1,147 dogs in the past two years.112 The inevitable public reaction fol-
lowed, and the College received a flurry of letters: from anti-vivisection 
ladies, berating them for callousness and threatening divine retribu-
tion (‘I am sorry for all vivisectors when their time comes to leave this 
world!’); from the owners of lost dogs, pleading for the professors to look 
in their laboratory cages; from people offering to sell unwanted dogs to 
the physiologists; and even one from a lady offering to sell her own body 
for research. One man who had sent a puppy to the vet to be destroyed 
only to discover that the lad who had taken it had sold it to a dealer ‘for 
the sake of the money he gets from the Hospitals for vivisection’ pleaded 
to be allowed to buy the dog back, to spare her further ‘misery’.

Such compassion was lost on most experimenters: why, asked the 
RDS, did the anti-vivisectionists not simply accept the use of strays and 
so put an end to dog-stealing?113 The fate of strays was, after all, a grim 
one. The RSPCA, the largest provider of homes for stray dogs, refused 
to sell them for vivisection, but could not cope with the numbers and 
destroyed tens of thousands every year by ‘painless’ electrocution.114 
Was not selling them to laboratories instead the logical thing to do? 
When Walter Hadwen, one of the few doctors still campaigning against 
anti-vivisection in the inter-war years, challenged the RDS about the 
vivisection of strays, they denied any knowledge of it.115 They were in 
fact trying to get it legalised, and used their influence to plant a par-
liamentary question on the subject, having already supplied the Home 
Secretary with ‘the necessary facts to provide an answer’. According to 
Lovatt Evans, assisting with a scheme to make stray dogs available for 
vivisection was ‘the best opportunity that the RDS has ever had to ren-
der us [UCL physiologists] real service’.116
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Conclusion

One of the most frequent criticisms of anti-vivisectionists between 
the wars was that they were motivated by sentiment and not logic; a 
criticism based, I have argued, on a paradigm of dispassionate, amoral 
science which, though prevalent, was still far from commanding uni-
versal assent. It might have been expedient to vivisect strays, as it had 
been to dissect paupers, but was it right? There were many in the anti-
vivisection lobby whose feelings told them it was not. Vivisectionists, 
however, wielded influence where it counted. It was practically impos-
sible to join the staff of a large teaching hospital if one was opposed 
animal experiments, and it was from this metropolitan élite that the 
leaders of the medical profession—presidents of the medical royal 
colleges and directors of research institutes—were drawn. They pro-
nounced with authority that vivisection was necessary for medical 
progress, and it was difficult for laypeople or rank-and-file doctors to 
gainsay them.

Despite its influential supporters, the RDS saw itself as outnum-
bered and beleaguered by anti-vivisection campaigners with superior 
numbers and resources. The antis certainly had more money to spend, 
though any advantage was partially nullified by divisions within the 
movement, and winning the moral argument proved easier than win-
ning the battle. It is significant that the RDS quickly abandoned their 
tactic of sending speakers to public meetings and engaging in competi-
tive debates because discussion seemed to be getting them nowhere. It 
was easier to rely on bullying and intimidation: at a meeting in 1927, 
in the wake of the UCL dog-stealing scandal, Shaw was unable to 
make himself heard over the din of two hundred medical students, and 
in 1929, rowdy students literally broke up the annual general meeting 
of the BUAV.117

The fight for effectively unrestricted vivisection was won in the 
courts and parliament by clever tactics and collusion between those 
with vested interests. It is a moral certainty that the staff of University 
College knew that some of the dogs they purchased were stolen, but 
the RDS’s lawyers correctly argued that as the physiologists had not 
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technically been in possession of the dogs, they could not be guilty 
of receiving stolen goods. Parliamentarians knew that the public was 
opposed to vivisection, but the RDS and BMA could count on the sup-
port of enough members with medical interests to ensure that legisla-
tion to curb it was blocked at every stage, in the knowledge that, since 
animal experimentation was believed to contribute to national prosper-
ity and security, no government would want anti-vivisection legislation 
to become law.

With legal challenges to vivisection blocked by parliament and the 
courts, and a mood of optimism that looked to scientific progress to 
bring peace and prosperity, anti-vivisection was beginning to look like 
a lost cause whose supporters were reactionary and selfish, putting their 
personal feelings before the interests of their own species and their own 
country. It would take the great depression of the 1930s to revive the 
link between radical politics and animal welfare, as the state’s (mis)treat-
ment of animals once more became a surrogate for its failure to protect 
its own citizens.
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In 1935, Norah Elam, the former Mrs Dacre-Fox—separated from 
her husband and now using the surname of her lover, Edward Elam— 
having recently joined, and risen to prominence in, the British Union of 
Fascists, published The Medical Research Council, What It Is and How It 
Works, a distillation of the information she had gleaned while working 
in the MRC typing pool during the Great War. In this pamphlet, she 
questioned whether animal research could safely be extrapolated to 
humans, and why so many experiments were either repeats, or else 
yielded results apparently obvious to anyone with common sense. She 
was not alone in thinking that the use of animal models for human 
disease had gone too far: some among the medical profession were 
complaining that laboratory experimentation had become the master 
rather than the servant of medicine, to the detriment of clinical studies.1 
Elam laid the blame at the door of ‘powerful vested interests’ (which, 
in the context of her political views, meant Jewry) that had managed 
to ‘entrench’ themselves behind ‘State-aided research’, where they could 
exercise control without being accountable to the public.2
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British Fascists and Anti-Vivisection

In the political climate of the depression years, right wing activists found 
common cause with anti-vivisectionists, exploited animals being to fas-
cists, as they had once been to socialists, a symbol for the fate of down-
trodden workers in a society where profit came before people, and where 
a shadowy oligarchy manipulated the poor for its own commercial ends. 
In Germany, to which other European proto-fascists looked to see their 
principles put into practice, the Nazis had banned vivisection in 1933, 
soon after coming to power, a popular move in a country enthusiastic 
for Lebensreform, and also with British anti-vivisectionists, who were of 
course unaware that the Nazi government would not scruple to sanction 
experimentation, on animals or humans, when it suited their purposes.

Putting an end to vivisection was for British fascists, as it had been 
for socialists and the new age movement, part of a utopian plan for lib-
erating the oppressed and re-establishing the natural order, the latter 
being, as for all ideologues, the state of existence most congruent with 
their own politico-religious views. Elam was not the only animal welfare 
campaigner to embrace fascism—Maidie Dudley Ward (d. 1945) was 
active in the RSPCA, the Animal Defence and Anti-Vivisection Society, 
the Nordic League, and Oswald Mosley’s January Club.3 For anti-
vivisection’s critics, the link with fascism showed that the movement’s 
supporters were fundamentally misanthropic: in trying to bring ani-
mals closer to the level of humans they were in fact reducing the  lowest 
humans to the level of animals.4

British fascists were, however, a vocal minority who never came close 
to gaining power, though their involvement did bring some new life to 
organised anti-vivisection. Elam invited the former director of propa-
ganda for Mosley’s Blackshirts, Wilfred Risdon (1896–1967), to join 
her at the LPAVS, thereby introducing to the movement one of its 
most capable leaders, as well as drawing down upon it increased govern-
ment scrutiny.5 Soon after the outbreak of the Second World War, both 
Elam and Risdon were arrested by Special Branch, an action the police 
claimed was justified after a search of the LPAVS offices uncovered ‘a 
list containing the names of eight members of the B[ritish] U[nion of 
Fascists] and a letter from Oswald Moseley [sic]’.6
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It was partly on the basis of this evidence that the historian Richard 
Thurlow described the LPAVS as ‘a known fascist front organisation’.7 
This was certainly how it was perceived by the authorities, and Elam 
made no secret of her political views in Society meetings (at least one 
other committee member was an active fascist), but to call the LPAVS 
a ‘front’ is an overstatement. The Society had been active in defence of 
animals since the beginning of the twentieth century, and Elam had 
been involved from the earliest days, for most of the time while a mem-
ber of the Conservative party. As her politics became more extreme, 
she began to proselytise for the Blackshirts as a personal initiative, and 
found some fellow anti-vivisectionists sympathetic to the cause, but the 
LPAVS’s anti-cruelty mission was genuine enough.8

As ‘Nazi sympathisers’, Elam and Risdon were imprisoned with-
out trial under Defence Regulation 18B, but Risdon swiftly disowned 
the British Union of Fascists and was promptly released to return 
to his work at the LPAVS, of which he became secretary in 1942. In 
this capacity, he exchanged ideas with Air Chief Marshall Sir Hugh 
Dowding, the former head of RAF Fighter Command, and certainly no 
sympathiser with the enemy, whose innovative mind, freed from war-
time responsibilities by premature retirement, found an outlet in vari-
ous new age causes. Elam, however, remained in detention, casting a 
shadow over the LPAVS and rekindling the suspicion fomented during 
the First World War that anti-vivisectionists were incipient traitors. The 
LPAVS did their best to distance themselves from embarrassing political 
links by putting a notice on the front page of their news sheet assur-
ing readers that none of their committee was a member of any ‘suspect 
organisation’.9

An even greater problem for them was that, now war had broken 
out, vivisection seemed a comparatively trivial issue. In an editorial, 
they defended their continued activity on the grounds that firm moral 
principles were more important than ever in wartime, and that denun-
ciations of Nazi cruelty would be hypocritical on the lips of those who 
were cruel themselves, though as Germany had stronger legislation to 
protect animals that any other country in Europe, the argument that 
anti-vivisectionists were never cruel seemed rather flimsy.10 The LPAVS 
chairman, Captain Guy Coleridge, RN (1884–1941), patriotically tried 
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to show that National Socialism was not the panacea for animals that 
it seemed, but the best he could come up with was a bizarre story that 
Hitler had personally given orders that all dogs in Germany should be 
killed.11

The LPAVS’s efforts to show they were not assisting the enemy were 
unfortunately nullified by their campaign against compulsory vacci-
nation, to which their own and the BUAV’s publications devoted an 
increasing amount of space. There had always been some opposition 
to vaccination from anti-vivisectionists on animal welfare grounds, for 
example the Anti-Vivisection Hospital’s prohibition of vaccines pre-
pared from live animals, but anti-vivisectionists were now opposing 
vaccination for libertarian reasons. Hadwen had always been an anti-
vaccinationist—Cobbe had recruited him to the BUAV after hearing 
him speak at an anti-vaccination rally—as he felt that patients ought 
not to be forced into accepting scientific ‘progress’.12 The outbreak 
of war had given the government an excuse to impose vaccination on 
servicemen, but anti-vivisection groups failed to appreciate that, in 
objecting to what they saw as an experiment on unwilling soldiers they 
appeared to be interfering with the war effort and showing disloyalty 
to the national government, an unfortunate impression for a movement 
linked with pacifism and fascism to give.

The War Years

The impact of the War on laboratory animals was largely negative. 
There was an initial reduction in animal use as peacetime research pro-
jects were shelved for lack of funding, and in July 1944, German bombs 
achieved what anti-vivisectionists had long failed to do, closing down 
the infamous Brown Institute, but many additional animals were being 
sacrificed in military tests, and with private members’ bills banned there 
was no chance of anti-vivisection MPs preventing this.13 The last peace-
time Home Office returns, in 1939, reported a total of 908,846 experi-
ments in the previous year, but during the war only simplified reports 
were issued and the secrecy surrounding experimentation was increased, 
making it difficult to discover how many animals were used and what 
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experiments were being performed on them. In the absence of reliable 
information, rumours abounded: the Ministry of Agriculture was said 
to be seeking ‘unlimited numbers’ of hedgehogs to ‘help to win the 
war’, while ‘pet stores’ advertised for ten thousand guinea pigs, whose 
contribution to the war effort remains a mystery.14

As the war progressed, reports of research carried out in government 
facilities began to appear in the medical press. The LPAVS reacted criti-
cally to a paper by Solly (later Lord) Zuckerman (1904–1993) in the 
Lancet describing a study of the effects of blast injuries on unanaesthe-
tised mice, rats, guinea pigs, rabbits, cats, monkeys and pigeons, which 
had been placed as little as thirteen feet from seventy pounds of high 
explosive. Predictably, those that were not blown to bits mostly died 
from traumatic haemorrhage of the lungs.15 In retrospect it is difficult 
to see what purpose these experiments served, since the animals chosen 
were generally too small for their injuries to be comparable to those of 
humans, and in wartime there were plenty of human fatalities in which 
the effects of blast injuries could have been studied at autopsy.

Many other experimenters sought to reproduce in the laboratory 
the traumas experienced by humans in war: researchers in the anatomy 
department at Oxford crushed guinea pigs’ legs with metal rods and 
introduced bacteria into the wounds to make them suppurate; at 
University College Hospital, they burned goats and killed the survivors 
at intervals to study the pathology of their skin; and in the physiology 
department of King’s College Hospital they administered fifty blows to 
the thigh bones of cats with a mallet, fracturing them in every case.16 
In all these experiments the animals were anaesthetised when their 
injuries were inflicted, but they were allowed to regain consciousness 
later, and some were subsequently experimented upon again. Though 
these researches were openly reported in medical journals in 1943 and 
1944, it was 10 years before the LPAVS ventured to criticise them in 
print.17 Other casualties of war included animals of various species 
that were exposed to poison gas, in anticipation of a gas attack on the 
British mainland that never occurred, and eighty sheep, infected during 
the secret testing of an anthrax bomb on the remote Scottish island of 
Gruinard.18
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Many of the LPAVS’s wartime initiatives were uncontroversial: 
Risdon designed an ingenious air raid shelter for domestic pets, and 
they continued to campaign against cruelty in the meat industry.19 It 
was, predictably, their denunciation of the government’s policies on 
vaccination and military experimentation that led to confrontation: the 
RDS reported the LPAVS to the Parliamentary Medical Committee as a 
‘malevolent influence’, and asked the Committee chairman, Sir Francis 
Fremantle, to put ‘pressure’ on them.20 The Army Director of Pathology 
concurred: having to answer questions about experiments and deal 
with complaints about compulsory vaccination (the government 
grudgingly had to admit that soldiers were free to refuse the vaccines 
if they chose) was a waste of army time and delayed more important 
work. ‘In addition to jeopardising the safety of the individual soldier’, 
he wrote, ‘the activities of these [anti-vivisection] societies are a menace 
to the national effort at this time, I am, therefore of opinion that the 
strongest possible action should be taken at once to restrain their 
further activity’.21

Despite these forewarnings, six anti-vivisection societies rashly 
came together in 1942 to oppose compulsory diphtheria inoculation 
of troops.22 This ill-timed move gave the treasury the excuse it needed 
to revoke their charitable status, a change to which Fremantle and 
the RDS lent their support.23 The public had grown tired of anti- 
vivisectionists stirring up dissent in the ranks, and the RDS was pleased 
to note that ‘our society has never done anything more popular’. They 
swiftly arranged for anti-vivisection societies to be removed from all 
published lists of charities.24 When the war was over, there was no 
public appetite for reversing the decision: the House of Lords rejected a 
final appeal by the NAVS in 1947.25

The judgement was a severe blow for anti-vivisection, whose 
charitable status had been accepted since the foundation of the VSS 
in 1875, and upheld in court in 1895. Though it was unusual for 
charitable status to be granted to any organization whose objects 
included changing the law, the court ruled that the VSS’s overarching 
purpose was to end what it saw as ‘a cruel and immoral practice’,26 a 
goal it believed would benefit humans as well as animals (whether 
it would actually do so was not for the court to decide, it sufficed 
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that the charity believed it would). In 1947, however, when the 
NAVS, as it then was, tried to get its charitable status restored, the 
Tax Commissioners argued that any benefit to public morals from 
the abolition of vivisection would be negligible in comparison to the 
damage to public health. According to the appeal court judge Lord 
Wright, ‘the calamitous detriment of appalling magnitude’ that would 
be suffered by medical science if  vivisection were stopped greatly 
outweighed any ‘vague and problematical moral elevation’ that society 
might gain.27 In their judgement, the Law Lords also adverted to the 
political nature of the Society’s objective. It was a judgement based on 
materialistic utilitarianism, and it is difficult to see how anyone of this 
turn of mind could have dissented from it, but it totally disregarded the 
century-long debate about the nature and purpose of science, which 
had by, this time become so passé as to elicit little interest outside the 
dwindling ranks of committed  anti- vivisectionists.

Post-War Problems

In the immediate post-war period, civil experimental programmes 
were resumed with such enthusiasm that the price of laboratory ani-
mals rose sharply owing to shortage of supply. In Bristol, physiolo-
gists were prepared to pay up to 17 shillings, a labourer’s daily wage, 
for a cat, which suggests they were no longer being offered sufficient 
numbers of unwanted or stolen domestic animals and strays, probably 
because many of them had been euthanized during the war, purportedly 
in the national interest: 400,000 cats and dogs had been massacred in 
London alone in 1939 as the result of unfounded fears of wartime food 
 shortages to come.28

As the already illicit supply of ‘strays’ to laboratories was insufficient 
to meet their demands, major consumers such as the pharmaceutical 
company Burroughs Wellcome found themselves purchasing, perhaps 
inadvertently, stolen pets. In a notable case in 1945, one Mr  Bailey 
located his ‘lost’ dog, Digger, when he heard his distinctive barking 
coming from a crateful of dogs bound for the Wellcome laboratories in 
Bradford. An attempt by the BUAV to use this incident to publicise the 
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illegal dog trade was blocked by threats of a libel action, and newspaper 
reports elicited remarkably little public concern: the argument that 
medical progress was impossible without vivisection was now generally 
accepted, and anti-vivisection groups had lost their political and 
 charitable credibility.29

Details of Nazi medical experiments, when they emerged, only made 
things worse. Although Vyvyan has argued that all experiments on 
humans in Nazi Germany ‘were in continuation of, or complementary 
to, experiments on animals’,30 the obvious interpretation of the fact that 
the most outspokenly anti-vivisection government in history had the 
worst record on human rights was that ostentatious concern for  animals 
masked an underlying misanthropy in which the value of human lives 
was debased.31 The priority in post-war Europe was to strengthen 
human rights, and the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
concentrated the attention of moral reformers on issues such as 
judicial corporal punishment and the death penalty. Animals were not 
mentioned in the Declaration at all, and a comparable declaration of 
rights for them is still awaited.32 In some respects, human rights and 
animal rights had become competing interests: it was apparent that 
improvements in living standards and health would be critical in 
preventing future conflicts, and state-sponsored medicine and animal 
research were seen as vital for achieving this.

In Britain, the National Health Service Act of 1946 was initially wel-
comed by anti-vivisectionists because they thought it would make it 
easier for patients to opt out of vaccination, although any who chose 
to do so were probably more concerned about potential side effects 
than the use of live animals. In fact, by reducing patient choice, state-
run medicine tended to restrict patients’ ability to exert moral influ-
ence. Although the right of patients to choose their doctor and doctors 
to choose their patients was enshrined in the Act, it was meaningless 
in practice because both groups had their freedoms curtailed under the 
nationalized system.

In 1948, anti-vivisection organizations, concerned that 
experimentation had become routine, regulation a formality, 
and dispensations from anaesthesia the norm, requested that the 
government set up another Royal Commission to revise the 1876 
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Act, but their plea was ignored.33 The BMA staunchly defended 
experimentation and opposed any changes, insisting that all necessary 
safeguards were in place.34 Clearly, however, the Act’s effectiveness as 
a regulatory agent was highly questionable: when the BUAV asked in 
1954 if the government had ever turned down a licence application, the 
Secretary of State replied that the information was not available, which 
suggests that they had not.35 It was rumoured that the government’s 
secret animal research programme was still going on, but questions in 
the House of Commons about whether animals were being used in 
American-style atomic weapons testing met with a wall of silence, as it 
was deemed ‘not in the public interest’ to answer them.36 The director 
of Britain’s atomic research establishment at Harwell did, however, 
admit that animals had been exposed to radiation, and apparently told a 
BUAV supporter that ‘the end justifies the means’.37

LD50

The major change for laboratory animals in the 1950s was the same 
as that for the medical profession and the population as a whole: they 
became increasingly subject to state control. The great majority of 
research on animals was now a matter of bureaucratic necessity rather 
than, as it had been when the anti-vivisection movement began, the 
personal initiative of a few ground-breaking physiologists. Until the 
1920s, research had been mostly qualitative, directed at determining 
how animals functioned and how they reacted to disease, either for 
academic interest or, more often, to provide a model for human patho-
physiology. The total number of animals used in qualitative studies was 
comparatively small: the antis criticised unnecessary repeat experiments 
and demonstrations done purely for teaching purposes, but their main 
complaint was that vivisection was demoralising to those who per-
formed it, to the profession of medicine, and to society as a whole.

Paradoxically, opposition to vivisection in the post-war period, when 
quantitative testing predominated, became less vocal although the num-
ber of animals used increased. This was due in part to experimenters hav-
ing won the propaganda battle by convincing the public that they were 
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saving lives and helping their country to prosper, while anti- vivisectionists 
were sentimental, reactionary, and disloyal to their own species. Also, 
Joseph Stalin’s apocryphal dictum probably applied: ‘a single death is a 
tragedy; a million deaths is a statistic’. A solitary physiologist choosing to 
vivisect a stolen dog in a private laboratory was more likely to provoke 
an emotive response than any number of routine tests carried out by 
white-coated technicians on anonymous animals that would never see life 
 outside a laboratory.

Chief among these bureaucratised consumers of animals was the 
lethal dose test, which had originated in 1921, when Dr A.J. Eagleton 
(1891–1925) of the Wellcome Physiological Research Laboratories 
proposed a method to standardise the potency of tuberculin by meas-
uring its ‘minimum lethal dose’ in guinea pigs.38 It was the potency 
rather than toxicity of the vaccine that was in question, but the lat-
ter was a convenient proxy for the former, since it was harder to test 
the strength of a vaccine than to find the lowest dose that would cause 
death. The test was seriously flawed, because susceptibility to toxins 
varies both between and within species, and it took only one idiosyn-
cratic result to skew the findings. This problem seemed, however, to 
have been resolved in 1927, when the Dr J.W. Trevan (1887–1956), 
who had taken up laboratory work because he ‘found clinical medi-
cine too difficult’,39 proposed measuring the dose necessary to kill 
half the population to which it was given, to so-called dosis letalis 50% 
or DL50, which was soon anglicised to LD50.40 Trevan intended his 
method to be used for standardizing drugs such as digoxin and insu-
lin that varied from batch to batch and were dangerous in overdose. 
He appreciated that this would require ‘much larger’ numbers of ani-
mals than minimum lethal dose testing, and made some suggestions 
for ‘economy’, though probably with financial rather than humane 
 considerations in mind.

The potential for using animals to test the safety of medicines caught 
the attention of the BMA, who raised it during a debate on Joseph 
Kenworthy’s bill to stop public money being spent on vivisection, 
arguing that animal testing was necessary to guarantee that medicines 
were safe, and that ‘effective control of therapeutic substances can only 
be ensured by the state…’.41 Though officially apolitical, the BMA, 
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as we saw in the previous chapter, wielded significant parliamentary 
influence, not by ‘retaining’ (i.e., paying) MPs, but by persuading the 
medical men among them to ask planted questions, or block legislation 
by ‘talking out’ or delaying bills, in the knowledge that no government 
would give anti-vivisection extra parliamentary time.42

LD50 testing was little used—or at least little reported—in Britain 
until the Second World War. The first research published in the Lancet 
that employed the technique was a 1943 study, jointly funded by the 
MRC and Boots Pure Drug Company, into the toxicity of an unknown 
substance that had been extracted from dead muscle (the object being 
to investigate the systemic effects of soft tissue injuries).43 The mystery 
compound was variously fed to, or injected into, the veins or abdominal 
cavities of unspecified numbers of cats, rabbits, rats, mice and guinea 
pigs. Not surprisingly, there were ‘wide differences’ in response, both 
within and between species. The ‘extreme variability’ of the rabbit, the 
investigators concluded, rendered it ‘quite unsuitable for biological 
assays’, a recommendation that the pharmaceutical industry would, in 
decades to come, comprehensively ignore.

A few weeks later, the professor of morbid anatomy at UCL pub-
lished a report into the LD50 of tannic acid, a substance of interest to 
the War Office as it was being tried out in the treatment of burns. The 
experimenters used of a total of 250 goats, rabbits, guinea pigs and rats, 
a tenth of whose skin surface was burned off under anaesthesia before 
they were sprayed with the acid.44 Wartime necessity allowed such 
experimentation to escape public censure, as it was intended to allevi-
ate the sufferings of wounded combatants. Another paper in the Lancet 
in 1945 reported the efforts of the biochemistry department at Oxford 
to develop an antidote to arsenical gases, which, it was feared, might be 
deployed in a last-ditch German attack. Their LD50 was determined by 
applying them to the skin of rats, presumably causing considerable pain, 
since a human ‘volunteer’ who had as little as one milligramme rubbed 
onto his arm experienced oozing and redness.45

One reason that lethal dose testing did not generate a significant pub-
lic reaction despite the large quantities of animals used and the suffering 
it caused was that rodents soon became the animals of choice. Although 
experimenters typically used multiple species to counter the problem 
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that interspecies variation was wide, rodents were the default option. 
The era of the ‘lab rat’ may be said to have begun in 1909, when a 
standard strain, the Wistar rat, was bred specifically for experimental 
use—the ancestor of the majority of laboratory rats used thereafter. The 
advantages were readily apparent: rats have a conveniently short genera-
tion time, reproduce easily, and are seen by the public as vermin and 
thus engender little sympathy, particularly those bred for the laboratory 
that have never been wild animals or pets. It is notable that illustrated 
propaganda from anti-vivisection groups rarely depicted rats, whereas 
pro-vivisection literature often did. The massive breeding programmes 
necessary to provide them in the large numbers required also had the 
desirable side effect of reducing intra-species variability, since the popu-
lation became unnaturally genetically uniform due to inbreeding.

By the 1950s, LD50 testing was responsible for most animal deaths 
in the laboratory, and for a huge rise in the total number of experiments 
carried out. Though toxicity tests did appear in official statistics, 
the government dissembled by calling them ‘simple injections’, 
without adding ‘…of fatal poisons’. In fact, LD50 was almost bound 
to produce the maximum suffering possible, since the target dose 
was one that was only just fatal, perhaps after many days. Unlike the 
vivisection experiments of the nineteenth century, which were often 
public and involved mostly domestic animals whose sufferings were 
easily anthropomorphised, laboratory animals were experimented 
on in private, with bureaucratic efficiency, and the results reported in 
such a way that the animals were hardly even mentioned. Phrases in 
the academic literature such as ‘the LD50 was determined’ glossed over 
hundreds of slow, painful deaths. This routine, industrialised killing of 
creatures, without regard for suffering, was carried out not by medical 
visionaries but anonymous technicians, to whom the attribution of 
motives either of brutality or nobility of purpose would have seemed 
equally redundant.

Such was the confidence placed in LD50 testing that it was extended 
beyond pharmaceuticals to a bewildering range of domestic products, 
chemicals and cosmetics, though in many cases testing these for toxicity 
seems to have served little purpose. The BUAV took up the test case 
of the insecticide DDT, which was tested on a variety of domestic 
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animals. Since an insecticide must obviously be poisonous, and 
since DDT would not in the real world be given to either animals or 
humans, why, they asked, were the tests needed at all? D.W. Jolly, the 
veterinary surgeon in charge, replied glibly that it was necessary to test 
any potentially dangerous chemical, though he added that he  personally 
disliked the work and was reluctant to perform it. In its defence, he 
produced not the classic utilitarian argument but the bureaucrat’s 
customary excuse for any misdeed: the tests had, he said, been ‘planned 
by a committee’, thus, presumably, absolving him, and anyone else, 
from personal responsibility. The fact that the authorities ‘demand’ 
such tests, replied the BUAV, only showed how foolish the system was, 
since the results were easily predictable.46 Their objection was, however, 
brushed aside, and examples of similar senseless experiments—from 
injection of known poisons on the one hand to determining the LD50 
of water on the other—might be supplied in abundance.

Testing on laboratory animals had now won such widespread scien-
tific endorsement that its value had become practically unquestionable, 
not least because many of the leading figures in academic biomedicine 
had built their reputations on repetitive, protocol driven, quantita-
tive experimentation, and continued to support it. Trevan, the inven-
tor of the LD50 test, became a Fellow of the Royal Society, Research 
Director at the Wellcome Laboratories, advisor to the government, and 
Chairman of the RDS. His former assistant George Alexander Mogey 
(1917–2003) was Secretary of the Council for Postgraduate Medical 
Education, where he commemorated his earlier career in the laboratory 
by acquiring the car registration plate ‘LD50’.47

The Sacred Cow of Science

In 1953, the LPAVS’s position on medical science was succinctly set 
out in a review of Anthony Standen’s book Science is a Sacred Cow: 
‘… Standen shows the sacred cow as an unimpressive figure when she 
has a halo round her horns and is surrounded by white-coated figures 
bowing low, but he also shows that she remains just as good a cow, 
and gives as nourishing milk, when we treat her properly in her barn 
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or in her meadow’.48 Most anti-vivisectionists did not disdain science, 
but argued against excessive reliance upon it, and in particular against 
the requirement for every discovery to be ‘validated’ by experiments on 
animals. They tended, however, to ignore the rodents that made up the 
majority of the victims and to concentrate on saving domestic animals, 
especially dogs, though their efforts to get a dogs protection bill through 
parliament remained ineffectual. The first case of the ‘liberation’ of 
laboratory animals occurred in 1952, when an anti-vivisectionist 
released eight dogs from the kennels of a dealer. Ironically, considering 
the number of ‘strays’ and ‘lost’ dogs that were being kidnapped daily 
to supply laboratories, the dog-rescuer was convicted of stealing them, 
though he was conditionally discharged. The incident prompted the 
BUAV to start a campaign to raise money to buy up unwanted dogs, 
and so prevent them falling into the hands of laboratory suppliers.49

In an attempt to heal some of the divisions that beset the movement, 
a ‘World Congress’ of anti-vivisection societies met in London in 
1954, with Risdon in the chair. He was the closest thing that British 
anti-vivisectionists had to a national leader, and his propaganda 
experience proved valuable in maintaining their public profile. He tried 
to improve long term support in the House of Commons by asking 
LPAVS members to ‘badger’ prospective parliamentary candidates about 
animal welfare issues, and contributed to radio discussions whenever he 
could, though he felt the BBC was biased in favour of vivisection and 
uncritically presented the government’s position as authoritative.50

Chief among a dwindling number of anti-vivisection parliamen-
tarians was Hugh Dowding, who had become a theosophist since 
his   elevation to the House of Lords in 1943. In 1952, in a speech 
against animal experimentation, he rejected out of hand the defence 
of utility: ‘… even should it be conclusively proved that human beings 
benefit directly from the suffering of animals, its infliction would nev-
ertheless be unethical and wrong’. In 1957, he attacked the secrecy sur-
rounding animal research and summed up the regulatory system with 
military bluntness: ‘… a hollow sham, maintained to throw dust in 
the eyes of critics and to salve the conscience of the apathetic’.51 His 
renewed calls for a government enquiry fell on deaf ears in parlia-
ment, and the RSPCA and Universities Federation for Animal Welfare 
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(UFAW, a graduate-only anti-vivisection society) added their voices to 
the appeal with scarcely more success. The RSPCA tried to meet the 
Home Secretary to tell him that five inspectors for millions of experi-
ments was clearly inadequate, but he refused to receive their delegation. 
They also produced a leaflet, Cruelty Within the Law, which pointed out 
that the licensed experiments performed without anaesthetic included 
starvation, inoculation with virulent diseases, sleep deprivation, and 
exposure to poison gas. The Home Secretary’s only concession was to 
appoint a sixth inspector—another doctor rather than the veterinarian 
the RSPCA had requested.52

Major C.W. Hume, founder and chairman of the UFAW, delivered 
a keynote speech in (1958) that stressed the historic virtue ethics argu-
ment, comparing experimenters who were thoughtless in their use of 
animals to First World War generals who coldly sacrificed their troops. 
Even if the latter’s actions did ultimately lead to military victory, which 
must be the prime objective of any commander, their callous indiffer-
ence to life would still have been wrong, on the grounds of both inhu-
manity and inefficiency. Hume, who was perhaps mindful, as a soldier, 
that the most reckless of commanders were often those who faced no 
personal risk, criticised experimenters for sacrificing animals for what 
they insisted were worthy causes, and yet declining to make any experi-
ments upon themselves. The Lancet reprinted the speech with approval, 
exhorting experimenters to be more efficient and to reduce suffering 
whenever they could.53

Wishing ‘to see laboratory techniques become more humane for the 
animals concerned’, the UFAW commissioned the Oxford zoologist Dr 
William Russell to undertake a thorough study of the subject. Russell 
and his assistant Rex Burch published the results of their several years’ 
work in (1959), as The Principles of Humane Experimental Technique, 
an influential report most notable for proposing the so-called ‘three 
Rs’: Replacement, Reduction, and Refinement of animals in laboratory 
experimentation.54

The NAVS, meanwhile, preferred to fight utilitarian science on 
its own terms by arguing that vivisection was not necessary for effec-
tive medical research. In the 1960s it published a series of short books 
to this effect by the theosophist and anti-vivisection doctor Maurice 
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Beddow Bayly (whose career at the Anti-Vivisection Hospital had ended 
so precipitately), the latest of which, Clinical Medical Discoveries (1961), 
described some of the many medical advances that had been made with-
out vivisection. Bayly was the most prominent of the few doctors still 
working for the anti-vivisection cause in the post-war period, and his 
writings were lucid and well argued, but his lists of advances that had 
been made without animal experiments could be no more conclusive 
that the RDS’s lists of advances made with them. How the development 
of medicine would have been different had vivisection never been per-
mitted is a question of hypothetical history that is unlikely ever to be 
definitively answered.

The BUAV’s latent pacifism resurfaced in the Cold War years, when 
it renewed its protests against the use of laboratory animals for military 
research, details of which were not declared in Home Office statistics 
for reasons of national security. Both the BUAV and the RSPCA noted 
with concern the use of monkeys and other animals in American rocket 
tests, and wanted to ensure these were not reproduced in Britain: 
according to the BUAV, the true objective of the ‘conquest of space’ 
was to achieve military supremacy by placing nuclear missiles in orbit.55 
The public, however, were mostly on the side of scientific progress, and 
watched developments in the ‘space race’ between the USSR and the 
West with interest.

In 1957, the Russian dog Laika (Barker) became world famous as the 
first living creature to orbit the earth. The Soviet government claimed 
she had been euthanised after 5 days in space, before her oxygen ran 
out, though she had actually died of overheating within a few hours of 
launch. Although the exact mode of Laika’s death was not known in 
Britain until secret material was declassified in 2002, this had obviously 
been a lethal experiment upon a cooperative domestic animal, and it is 
significant that reports in the British press were overwhelmingly favour-
able, despite the experiment having been performed by a political rival 
and nominal enemy on the other side of the ‘iron curtain’. The train-
ing of ‘space dogs’ included being confined in ever smaller cages and 
spun in centrifuges to accustom them to conditions inside a space cap-
sule. It would not have taken much journalistic imagination to make 
a comparison between the fate of Laika and her fellow space dogs and 
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that of the unwilling human victims of the relentless communist pur-
suit of technological and industrial superiority over the West. Instead, 
there was praise, without irony, for the ‘selfless contribution’ that dogs 
were making to scientific progress.56 Indeed, if Laika had been any 
other species it seems unlikely that any protest would have been made 
at all, but some feeling that dogs were entitled to special consideration 
remained: the National Canine Defence League called on all dog own-
ers to observe a minute’s silence, and a few protestors gathered outside 
the Russian embassy, including the 79-year-old Lizzy Lind af Hageby.

The Littlewood Report and After

The RSPCA was still raising concerns over inadequate controls on 
 vivisection in the 1960s: by this time there were over three million 
procedures annually, six thousand licensed vivisectors, and still only 
six inspectors, all medical men.57 In May 1963, the Home Secretary 
finally responded to pressure and set up a committee, under the chair-
manship of lawyer Sir Sydney Littlewood (1895–1967), with members 
drawn from science, the church, politics and anti-vivisection, to make a 
thorough review of the law on animal experimentation. Early on in its 
deliberations, the committee decided that ‘vivisection’ was no longer the 
appropriate word for the uses to which most laboratory animals were 
now being put. While the pro-vivisectionists on the committee may 
have preferred a more euphemistic term in order to avoid the visceral 
response that the suggestion of being cut up alive elicits, they were right 
to point out that the experiences of laboratory animals had changed 
beyond recognition since the 1876 Cruelty to Animals Act. The soli-
tary physiologist who risked public disapproval to make great discover-
ies was a world away from the soulless, protocol-driven laboratories that 
 consumed thousands of animals in ‘routine’ tests.

The committee received little response from the public, and had 
to rely instead on interviewing the editors of national newspapers to 
get a sense of public opinion. The editors confirmed that, apart from 
a few tireless correspondents who wrote into express the same pro- or 
anti-vivisection sentiments every time the subject was mentioned, 
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they received few letters about it from their readers.58 The public’s 
desire for improved laboratory animal welfare legislation had long 
since passed. When the Littlewood report was completed, in 1965, it 
ran to 255 pages and made 83 recommendations. The report upheld 
the government’s line that there was no overuse of animals and that 
the licensing system was adequate, though they did recommend that 
the 1876 Act, and its administration, be overhauled, and made some 
practical suggestions: the ‘debarking’ of laboratory dogs by cutting their 
vocal cords was to cease; Home Office inspectors were to have greater 
powers and better training; more inspectors were to be recruited; and 
the public were to be allowed to see animals under experiment.59 The 
report was, however, never properly debated, and indeed it was 1971 
before parliament discussed it at all. Anti-vivisection groups considered 
it a whitewash, and Risdon showed that public support could still be 
mobilised with a little effort by presenting a 300,000-signature petition 
of protest to parliament, but it was too late to make a difference.60

To meet the requirement for experimentation on an ever-larger scale, 
animals were still being illicitly supplied to laboratories. The RSPCA 
told the Littlewood committee that there was:

A thriving trade in procuring and disposing of animals to hospitals and 
laboratories. But in all too many instances a certain duplicity is practised 
and members of the public are misled by vaguely-worded advertisements 
inserted in local newspapers and tending to create the impression that the 
dealers concerned are genuinely seeking to place unwanted animals with 
new owners.61

Even the RDS admitted that breeders and suppliers were struggling 
to keep pace with the burgeoning demand: speaking for the Society, 
Dr Lane-Petter complained of an ‘embarrassing lack of animals in this 
country for trying out all manner of vital new drugs’.62

In 1967, the Medicines Control Agency was established, and by 
1970, five times more experiments were being performed than in 1946, 
the great majority for regulatory purposes, and in particular, LD50 test-
ing. Paradoxically, the methodological flaws that made LD50 an imper-
fect means of predicting human toxicity (differences in reaction between 
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species; limited genetic diversity among rats and mice bred for the labo-
ratory) only served to increase the number of animals used. What was 
needed, said the regulators, were more tests on an ever-greater variety 
of species. The thalidomide tragedy in 1959–1961 led to a redoubling 
of animal testing, which was made mandatory in 1969. Of course, it 
could never be established for certain that a drug was safe until it was 
given to patients, but the regulators required such large amounts of 
 ‘pre- clinical’ animal toxicity data before researchers could even begin to 
test a drug on humans, that the British Medical Journal complained that 
 over- regulation was delaying the introduction of new drugs.63

Conclusion

We come to the end of our chronological survey of the anti-vivisection 
movement at what can only seem an inauspicious period in its history. 
The total number of animals being used was at an all-time high, and 
anti-vivisection campaigners lacked the unity and the influence to trans-
late a latent public dislike of vivisection into effective protest, still less 
to effect a change of heart where it mattered: in government, the medi-
cal profession and academia. Mindful of the great deal that remained to 
be done, one might be tempted to dismiss a century of anti-vivisection  
activity as having led nowhere. The movement’s accomplishments, 
however, were far from negligible: imperfect and out-dated though the 
British legislation was, it was still the most comprehensive in the world, 
and for more than a 100 years the use of animals in scientific research 
had never been off the ethical and political agenda.

In no other country, over a sustained period, had so much time and 
effort been devoted to deliberating on the rights and wrongs of animal 
experimentation. Of course, there were ulterior motives on both sides, 
from anti-vivisection hospitals hoping to draw funds away from the 
voluntary sector, to research institutes whose hegemony depended on 
the supremacy of laboratory experimentation, and both were guilty of 
manipulating evidence, politicking, and sometimes downright intimida-
tion; there was, however, at the heart of both pro- and anti- vivisection 



188     A.W.H. Bates

campaigns, a desire to do the right thing, and a firm belief in the 
 importance of their own convictions.

Underlying their sometimes irreconcilable differences was a funda-
mental disagreement over what science was, or ought to be, since the 
anti-vivisection movement was founded on the premise that true pro-
gress could never come at the expense of cruelty, and so  vivisection 
could not possibly benefit humanity, since it was intrinsically inhu-
mane. It is a difference still to be resolved, and which keeps the oppos-
ing parties from achieving anything like mutual understanding. To 
many of the recipients of a ‘scientific’ education, anti- vivisection 
seems a misguided attempt to introduce sentiment and emotion into 
a sphere where they simply do not belong. To anti-vivisectionists, 
however, ‘nothing which is ethically wrong can ever be scientifically 
right’.64 Perhaps, having learned their history, even the most hardened 
 experimentalist will grant them ‘some credit for humanity’.65
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I hope that what I have said respecting the exercise of humanity to animals, will 
awaken your attention to that virtue. Neither punishment, indeed, nor reward, 
are any where held out as inducements to its practice; but it is therefore not less a 
virtue, and you will have the satisfaction, at any rate, of doing good for its own 

sake, a thing, I fear, of not common occurrence in the present constitution of things.
James Lawson Drummond, Letters to a Young Naturalist (1831)

It might be thought that the last thing that twenty-first century Britain 
needs is more feeling for animals. The popular press is awash with 
sentimental animal stories of love and devotion and/or cruelty and 
neglect, designed to tug at our heartstrings or arouse angry indignation. 
Of course, we hardly expect scientists to be subject to such passions. 
Science is a privileged enclave from which normal emotional responses 
are excluded, and has been since at least the early-twentieth century, 
when it became acceptable for its practitioners to claim that, as Shaw 
stated ironically, ‘as a Man of Science you are beyond good and evil’.1 
Thus, while no scientist wanted to perform vivisection, those who 
considered it necessary refused to allow personal feelings to get in the 
way. The ability to suppress one’s natural sense of compassion became 
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something of a test for those embarking on a career in medical science, 
and they seem at times to have been proud of the objectivity they 
managed to achieve; or perhaps, as Vyvyan put it, ‘scientists will go to 
any length to avoid feeling what they know’.2

Since the nineteenth century, the main justification for vivisection 
has been utility. The traditional Christian teachings that animals 
lack souls, and that human dominion over them is divinely ordained, 
certainly did not help their cause, but any tendency for these doctrines 
to encourage the exploitation of laboratory animals has to be weighed 
against the efforts of many dedicated anti-vivisection campaigners 
who were inspired by their Christian faith. The laboratory animal’s 
tormentors were materialistic utilitarians, not Bible-believing Christians.

My judgement on their experiments, for what it is worth, is that the 
vast majority would have failed present day utilitarian criteria such as 
those proposed by Singer.3 Of course, some were medically useful, a few 
led to very significant developments in medical practice, and only rarely 
(despite what anti-vivisectionists liked to claim) did extrapolation of 
results from animals to humans lead to dangerous error—for the most 
part, laboratory mammals tend to behave physiologically in a way very 
similar to ourselves. Most experiments on animals carried out during 
the period covered by this book were not, of course, groundbreaking 
scientific studies, but demonstrations, repeat experiments, and routine 
tests. With regard to novel investigative research on animals, however, 
the historical record does nothing to substantiate extreme views that 
either it reliably produced medical breakthroughs, or that no good ever 
came of it.

What the history of the anti-vivisection movement does demonstrate, 
is that utility has not always been the main issue, and that many 
early anti-vivisectionists ignored it altogether. Their motivation lay 
in their concerns that vivisection would exert a demoralising effect 
on individual experimenters, and on society as a whole. The potential 
benefits to medical knowledge, and whether the animals used were 
physiologically, intellectually, or spiritually comparable to ourselves, 
were issues of lesser importance than the feeling that inflicting pain on 
helpless creatures was a morally dangerous business. It was the fear that 
vivisection would promote a more brutal society that united people of 
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diverse backgrounds in opposition to it, from the poor who feared being 
experimented on themselves, to the rich, who worried that the example 
of cruelty set by the professional classes might spread to the unlearned 
and precipitate them down a slippery slope to moral anarchy.

At a time when the opponents of vivisection concern themselves 
almost exclusively with the rights and interests of animals (a subject with 
its own lengthy history), it is salutary to recall that the radical Animals’ 
Friend Society’s five objections to vivisection did not mention animals at 
all: according to them, it was a moral failing, created public animosity 
against scientists, fostered cruelty towards humans, diverted charity away 
from human causes, and offended God. On these principals was built an 
anti-cruelty movement unequalled anywhere in the world.

Of the five objections, two might currently be accepted without 
demur: vivisection has certainly created animosity against scientists 
(some of whom have been the victims of violent attacks) and it prob-
ably diverts charitable efforts away from human causes (for some rea-
son, it is anti-vivisectionists who tend to be blamed for this). The claim 
that vivisection promotes cruelty to humans is perhaps best regarded 
as unproven, though the link between cruelty to animals in general 
and violence towards humans is now well established. There has been 
no official pronouncement from any major religious denomination on 
whether vivisection offends God, despite the efforts, in recent years, of 
a growing number of animal theologians. What is curious is that the 
objection that vivisection is a moral failing on the part of the perpetra-
tor, which was first on the list in the nineteenth century, is, nowadays, 
probably the most likely to be overlooked.

How did something that was once so important come to be 
so neglected? The declining interest in virtue ethics, especially in 
academic circles (where it is now enjoying something of a renaissance), 
has perhaps been partly responsible, as has an increased focus on the 
animals themselves, and in particular their rights and interests. So 
dominant has this approach become that it now seems somewhat 
strange to worry about the effect that vivisection has on us as humans.

One advantage of taking an anthropocentric view is that it does 
not matter whether animals have rights, or even feelings. Modern 
environmental ethics has, after all, been built on a foundation of human 
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virtue: plants and landscapes do not have rights or feelings, but it is 
wrong to destroy them selfishly to serve one’s own interests. When we 
hear of the environment being thoughtlessly damaged, we may well 
ask ourselves ‘what sort of person would do a thing like that?’4 It is the 
question that nineteenth-century anti-cruelty campaigners demanded 
of vivisectionists. At the very least, they expected them to undertake 
their work in a spirit of honesty, humility and mercy, and not be casual, 
uncaring, self-righteous or cruel.5

Apart from very rare cases of experimenters, notably Magendie, who 
did seem to be thoroughly heartless, the vast majority of scientists were, 
and are, determined to behave responsibly. They did not enjoy, and may 
positively have disliked, vivisection, and could suppress their natural 
emotional response to it only because a dispassionate attitude that would 
have been considered callous in everyday life was permitted, and even 
expected, among medical scientists. For a profession that allowed its 
practitioners to set conventional moral norms aside, Vyvyan’s question—
‘To whom or what is a scientist responsible?’—became a crucial one.6

The practical answer was ‘to him- or herself ’, because medical sci-
entists, as educated people with privileged access to knowledge, were 
expected to self-regulate, an oxymoronic concept that led to the carte 
blanche conclusion that nothing could be cruel provided it was scien-
tific. For many anti-vivisectionists, the exact reverse was true: moral-
ity came first, and nothing morally wrong could be scientifically right. 
For them, the vivisectors’ claim that they were excused from moral guilt 
because they were engaged in science was an inversion of the proper 
order: the deep understanding of the world that constituted ‘true’ sci-
ence would, they believed, preclude its possessors from trying to wrest 
nature’s secrets out of her by brute force.7

We may now take it for granted that scientists are detached, 
objective, and unemotional, and that they are permitted to do things 
in the laboratory that would be socially unacceptable, illegal, or even 
damnable if done outside it, but in the nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries, when the philosophical and ethical rules of conduct for 
laboratory medicine were being laid down, it was not a foregone 
conclusion that amoral (or immoral) materialism would win out. In 
fact, the acceptance of animal experimentation in medicine represented 
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an ethical break with the past, as the compassion and sensitivity that 
had characterised the medical gentleman were supplanted by the 
persona of the cool, impassive, white-coated medical scientist. Indeed, 
in a remarkable volte-face, emotion came to be seen as self-indulgent 
and unmanly, feelings as undesirable, and intuition as a methodological 
failing. Organizations such as the OGA that sought to preserve the 
role of the spirit and emotions in science became an increasingly 
marginalised voice, part of an alternative (sub)culture of utopian 
reformers, vegetarians, visionaries, and radicals.

The obvious heirs to this countercultural movement were the hip-
pies of the 1960s and 1970s, with their ethos of pacifism, spiritual-
ity, syncretism and environmentalism, and there is enough common 
ground—the influence of transcendentalism, Eastern religions, 
Swedenborgianism, Unitarianism and theosophy, and the grant-
ing of equivalent legitimacy to laboratory experiments and subjective 
 experience—to see the new age movement of the 1960s as a resurgence 
of the programme pursued by Oldfield and other reformers almost a 
century before, revived by a post-war generation after memories of the 
unfortunate association between the back-to-nature movement and 
National Socialism had faded. Anti-vivisection was revived too, though 
its wartime taint of disloyalty and subversion had perhaps not entirely 
been forgotten.

From the early history of British anti-vivisection emerge two points 
of relevance to us today: that medical practitioners thought from the 
first that vivisection was incompatible with the humane ethos of their 
profession, and that the objectivity of science was a contested construct. 
Medical practitioners in the nineteenth century felt that vivisection was 
wrong because it repelled them. They were prepared to accept emotions 
as evidence, and to situate their professional work in the wider context 
of their beliefs, something that the promoters of a morally neutral labo-
ratory culture were determined to make unacceptable.

Theirs, of course, was the view that prevailed: there never were many 
medics who actually performed vivisection, but all were taught in medi-
cal schools that it was indispensable for knowledge, and that those who 
opposed it were enemies of science. To speak out was disloyalty, and 
medical students and young researchers (as I know from  experience) 
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went along with the culture of animal experimentation because to dis-
sent was heresy. It may encourage future dissenters to note that the 
conception of science as beyond morality is a comparatively recent, 
debatable, and perhaps ephemeral, one. Possibly no one ever can truly 
reach a state where they could look upon vivisection unfeelingly, and if 
they could, they would have lost their humanity.

For ethicists, the most important lesson from history is that it is 
possible to construct a coherent and effective case against  vivisection 
in which neither utilitarianism nor animal rights needs feature 
 prominently!

Perhaps, in my lifetime, vivisection will be confined to history. 
Attitudes constantly change, and within living memory, experiments 
were carried out in the name of science (perhaps science is not such a 
civilising influence after all) that most scientists would find unaccepta-
ble, even abhorrent, today. Moral judgements cannot be reliably applied 
retrospectively; since the nineteenth century, the scope and influence of 
medical science has increased beyond all bounds, and there will always 
be fresh ethical challenges to be faced. It takes time to find the right 
answers, particularly when our capacity to do surpasses our capac-
ity to know. The vigour with which our predecessors engaged in the 
 vivisection debate was a sign of an impressive intellectual and moral 
commitment from participants on both sides to do the right thing. We 
owe them our gratitude, and their arguments our attention.

Notes

1. George Bernard Shaw, ‘These scoundrels!,’ Sunday Express, 7 August 
1927 (Shaw 1927).

2. Vyvyan, In Pity, 20.
3. Singer, ‘Animals and the Value of Life’.
4. Matt Zwolinski and David Schmidtz, ‘Environmental virtue ethics: what 

it is, and what it needs to be’, in Daniel C. Russell (ed.) The Cambridge 
Companion to Virtue Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 221–239, on p. 224 (Zwolinski and Schmidtz 2012).

5. Compare Oakley’s discussion of induced abortion: ‘Virtue ethics’, 209.
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6. Vyvyan, In Pity, 44.
7. Li, ‘An unnatural alliance?’.
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1792  Thomas Taylor publishes A Vindication of the Rights of Brutes
1809  Lord Erskine introduces an unsuccessful Cruelty to Animals Bill
1822  Richard Martin’s Cruel and Improper Treatment of Cattle Act 

passed
1824  François Magendie gives vivisection demonstration in London; 

SPCA founded
1829  Anatomy murders in Edinburgh
1831  Marshall Hall publishes ethical guidelines for vivisectionists
1832  Anatomy Act
1833  Lewis Gompertz resigns from SPCA and founds Animals 

Friend Society
1835  Anti-cruelty law extended to domestic animals
1842  Etherington publishes Vivisection Investigated and Vindicated
1847  Marshall Hall publishes guidelines for vivisectors in the Lancet; 

Vegetarian Society founded
1852  Gompertz publishes Fragments in Defence of Animals
1858  Medical Act introduces medical registration
1859  Charles Darwin publishes On the Origin of Species

Chronology of Events
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1860  Mary Tealby opens the Temporary Home for Lost and Starving 
Dogs in Holloway

1873  John Burdon-Sanderson publishes Handbook for the 
Physiological Laboratory

1874  Physiologist Éugène Magnan gives demonstration in Britain
1875  Attempted prosecution of Magnan for vivisection; first Royal 

Commission on Vivisection; Victoria Street Society (later 
the National Anti-Vivisection Society) founded by Frances 
Power Cobbe, who publishes The Moral Aspects of Vivisection; 
Archbishops of York and Dublin sign memorial against 
 vivisection

1876  Cruelty to Animals Act (‘Vivisection Act’) passed; Physiological 
Society founded; London Anti-Vivisection Society Founded

1880  Anna Kingsford receives Paris MD, obtained without 
 vivisection

1881  The International Medical Congress passes a resolution that viv-
isection by ‘competent persons’ should not be restricted

1882  Order of the Golden Age founded
1885  John Ruskin resigns his Oxford professorship in protest at vivi-

section
1891  National Canine Defence League founded; Henry Salt founds 

the Humanitarian League
1898  Frances Cobbe leaves the NAVS after it compromises on abo-

lition, and founds the British Union for the Abolition of 
Vivisection; Oldfield opens first anti-vivisection hospital

1901  Stephen Coleridge publishes The Metropolitan Hospitals and 
Vivisection

1902  (Imperial) Cancer Research Fund Founded
1903  ‘Brown Dog’ statue placed in Battersea; Lizzy Lind af Hageby 

and the Duchess of Hamilton found the Animal Defence 
and Anti-Vivisection Society; Lind af Hageby publishes The 
Shambles of Science; Professor Bayliss of UCL successfully 
sues Coleridge for libel; Battersea (National) Anti-Vivisection 
Hospital opens

1904  St Francis’s Anti-Vivisection Hospital closes; OGA reconstituted
1905  Dogs Protection Bill first introduced in parliament



Chronology of Events     205

1906  Second Royal Commission on Vivisection begins; Dogs Act 
protects strays from vivisection; Dogs Protection Bill to ban all 
experiments on dogs is supported by a 300,000-signature peti-
tion but defeated in parliament

1907  Brown Dog riots begin
1908  Research Defence Society founded
1909  Wistar rat developed especially for experimental use
1910  Brown Dog statue removed
1911  National Insurance Act
1912  Second Royal Commission reports
1913  Medical Research Committee and Advisory Council founded; 

Dogs Protection Bill defeated in committee
1915  War Department Experimental Ground set up at Porton Down
1917  Association for the Advancement of Medical Research amal-

gamates with the RDS
1920  Medical Research Council receives royal charter; Humanitarian 

League closes down
1923  British Empire Cancer Campaign founded
1924  First Labour government
1926  University College professor acquitted of dog stealing; Major 

Charles Hume founds the University of London Animal 
Welfare Society

1927  BMA conference on research and animal experimentation sug-
gests using strays for vivisection; LD50 testing developed

1928  Grove-Grady case: money given to help animals denied charita-
ble status

1930  Joseph Kenworthy introduces a bill to ban spending public 
money on vivisection

1933  German government bans vivisection
1935  National Anti-Vivisection Hospital closes; Norah Elam pub-

lishes The Medical Research Council, What It Is and How It Works
1938  ULAWS becomes the Universities Federation for Animal 

Welfare (UFAW); OGA ceases activity in Britain
1939  Last official figures list over 900,000 animal experiments a year
1940  Norah Elam and Wilfred Risdon imprisoned
1941  Anti-Vivisection ruled not charitable
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1942  Wilfred Risdon becomes secretary of LPAVS
1943  First research using LD50 published in Britain
1944  Draize test devised in USA
1946  National Health Service Act
1947  NAVS loses appeal to have its charitable status restored
1948  Universal Declaration of Human Rights
1950  Diseases of Animals Act
1952  First prosecution for liberation of laboratory animals
1954  World congress of anti-vivisection societies meets in London
1956  Therapeutic Substances Act passed
1957  The London and Provincial Anti-Vivisection Society amalgam-

ates with the NAVS; Laika dies during space mission; NCDL 
campaigns against the use of dogs in space research

1959  William Russell and Rex Burch publish The Principles of 
Humane Experimental Technique and propose the three R’s

1965  Littlewood Committee reports
1967  Medicines Control Agency established
1969  Testing of drugs on animals becomes mandatory
1971  Oxford philosophers publish Animals, Men and Morals
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1. Introduction 
 

In the Western world, at the dawn of the 21
st

 Century, Christianity is confronted by a culture 

which has accepted a bewildering array of alternative therapies, eastern religious ideas, and a 

resurgence of pre-Christian nature religion. The post-modern generation holds a deep 

scepticism about authority, whether vested in any form of religious hierarchy, political regime, 

or the post-enlightenment exaltation of natural science.
1
 Yet this same generation is searching 

for meaning and some form of connectedness or transcendent experience in their lives. The 

title, “New Age Movement” is often used as an umbrella heading for the widest range of 

practices which are now on offer – though it is not a movement in the sense of a centrally 

planned organisation.
2
  

 

 The Church cannot ignore this phenomenon: on the one hand, it offers a positive opportunity 

for advancing the “New Evangelisation” proclaimed by Paul VI,
3
 if only we can learn to present 

the spiritual riches of the Christian tradition in a form which answers the needs of 

contemporary society. On the other hand, many New Age practices do not sit comfortably 

alongside Christianity, and some are fundamentally incompatible with faith in Jesus Christ. It 

is tempting, but unacceptable, to respond in a simplistic way which invites Catholics to a 

ghetto mentality of dabbling in nothing which is not “Catholic”. But our post-Vatican II church, 

with its openness to the gifts God has given the world through its many cultures and belief 

systems, “rejects nothing of what is true and holy”
4
 while insisting that Jesus Christ remains, 

uniquely, the Way, the Truth and the Life.
5
 An informed investigation is therefore required, 

and indeed, in 2003, the Pontifical Councils for Culture and Interreligious Dialogue issued a 

document, Jesus Christ, Bearer of the Water of Life, as an initial reflection on the “New Age” 

and an invitation to further dialogue. 

                                                 
1
 Jesus Christ, Bearer of the Water of Life: A Christian Reflection on the “New Age”, §1.1. (Hereafter JCBWL.) Pontifical 

Council for Culture & Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, 3/02/2003. 
2
 JCBWL §§ 1 & 2 

3
 Evangelii Nuntiandi, Paul VI; see also especially Veritatis Splendor, 106-109 

4
 Nostra Aetate, §2 (Vatican II Document) 

5
 John 14:6 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#1.1.%20Why%20now?
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#1.%20WHAT%20SORT%20OF%20REFLECTION?
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19751208_evangelii-nuntiandi_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0222/_INDEX.HTM
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0222/__P9.HTM
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html
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 That Vatican document offers some strong pointers
6
 on the areas of Christian doctrine which 

are most relevant in weighing the compatibility of New Age practices with fidelity to Christ 

Jesus. My concern in this document is to develop a more practical set of criteria which pastors 

and potential clients may use to judge any New Age practice, and these criteria flow from 

three roots.  

 

 Firstly, certain practices may be demonstrably sinful, in that they contradict the moral 

law which God has given us.  

 

 Secondly, some practices may be spiritually harmful, in ways I shall sketch below. Sinful 

and damaging practices are to be warned against. But first they must be identified as 

such. 

 

 Thirdly, recalling the way in which St Paul dealt with the question of whether Christians 

might eat meat sacrificed to Roman gods,
7
 we must be mindful of whether Christian 

participation in “acceptable” New Age activities might lead other Christians into 

unacceptable practices or beliefs, and discourage non-Christians from exploring 

spirituality of a distinctly Christian flavour. 

 

To some extent, the first and third roots are grounded in the doctrinal incompatibilities picked 

out by the Holy See’s document. The fruit of this process will be my Chapter 5, which offers a 

succinct “tree of discernment”; the intervening three chapters justify the construction of the 

tree in the way I set out. 

 

                                                 
6
 JCBWL §4 

7
 I Cor 8. See also I Cor 10:14-33 and Romans 14. 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#4%20NEW%20AGE%20AND%20CHRISTIAN%20FAITH%20IN%20CONTRAST
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2. Methodological and Hermeneutical Problems 
 

(a) Catholic Authority 
 

 Our quest in this essay is to discern the truth concerning certain “spiritual practices”, and 

also some techniques which claim to be, but may not be, “unspiritual”. As a Catholic, I believe 

in the teaching authority of the Magisterium of the Church, and in the inerrancy of Scripture 

as defined and interpreted by this same Magisterium.
8
 The Church claims the ability of giving 

infallible teaching in matters of faith and morals,
9
 but respects the rightful autonomy of 

scientific truth,10 which must be established through empirical experimentation. Also to be 

recommended, but not infallible, is the wisdom of those Doctors of the Church who have 

written on “mystical theology” (the old term for what we would now call “spirituality”). 

 

 Protestants and non-Christians would doubtless begin from different epistemological starting 

points. But as a believing Catholic writing guidance for Catholic pastors and people, I have no 

qualms about taking this approach. Furthermore, as one who has personally experienced and 

witnessed the charismatic gifts of the Holy Spirit associated with the “Pentecostal movement” 

or “Catholic Charismatic Renewal”, I accept the reality and importance of these charisms, and 

the influence of this viewpoint will be clear in the text which follows, especially in highlighting 

the real danger of spiritual damage from New Age practices. My interpretation of Scripture 

therefore allows for charismatic gifts, and also for the Catholic practice of asking the saints 

and “holy souls” (people who have died in friendship with God) to pray for those who remain 

on earth. I hope that Christians from traditions who would reject either of these concepts will 

still find useful criteria in the analysis which follows. 

 

 
(b) Problems of Definition in New Age Practices 
 

 There is a major hermeneutical problem in talking about all New Age practices. They are not 

centrally regulated by any “magisterium”, and practitioners may develop techniques in their 

own way. So any source text must be treated with caution, on the grounds that other 

practitioners who offer a therapy of the same name may not share the totality of ideas and 

operating procedures set out in any one practitioner’s text. 

 

 Material critical of the New Age written, or influenced, by evangelical Christians often equates 

non-Christian religions with occult or demonic practices. Presumably this association is made 

because a certain evangelical mindset attributes any belief system which does not accord 

perfectly with the Bible, to Satan, “the father of lies”.
11

 Clearly a simplistic and total 

condemnation of other religions is untenable: Christians would not want to deny the unity of 

God simply because Islam affirms the same! Nor is occult origin a proof of falsehood: would 

                                                 
8
 See e.g. Catechism of the Catholic Church (hereafter CCC) 101-119, 888-892, 2032-2040 

9
 CCC 890 

10
 Gaudium et Spes §36 (Vatican II Document) 

11
 John 8:44 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_cons_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
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Catholics deny the Real Presence automatically because Satanists recognise the true nature of 

the Eucharist? Rather, in line with Vatican II, the truth claim of each individual practice or 

belief must be tested; origin in any given belief system, which may indeed serve as a warning 

to give special scrutiny to a certain practice, is evidence neither for nor against veracity. 

 

 Critical material may also make major claims about the “hidden” aspects of a particular 

therapy, for instance, that all Reiki therapists must be “initiated by a Reiki master”, or the 

Enneagram was “devised by an occultist”. If the critical source is unable to provide evidence to 

back its claim, how far can we trust such “undercover research” as objective? 

 

 As far as possible, I shall aim to judge New Age practices on the basis of the claims of 

practitioners, rather than critics. Where unidentified sources provide the critical data which 

indicates a particular practice is of concern, the pastor and the people must make decisions 

based on how credible the source is. 

 

 
(c) The Catholic Vision of the Whole Person: Body, Mind and Spirit 
 

 In undertaking this analysis, we will need to speak of concepts such as body, mind, soul, and 

spirit. Soul and spirit in particular are used interchangeably in secular use, but throughout this 

essay we will need to use a consistent and theologically founded definition. This section sets 

out the Catholic understanding of the human person, and defines how these words will be 

used in the discussion which follows. 

 

 In Catholic tradition, the human person can be described as “body and spirit”.
12

 The normal 

state of a human person is to be a unity of body and spirit from conception13 until natural 

death. Following death, the spirit (or “ghost”) alone inhabits heaven, hell or purgatory until the 

Last Judgement takes place, at which time all persons will be given new bodies by God (the 

“resurrection of the dead” professed in Christian creeds). The human spirit is meant to inhabit 

a body, so the time from personal death until the general resurrection of the dead is 

something of an aberration. 

 

 So far, I have deliberately avoided using the word “soul”. It is a word used inconsistently in 

popular English usage: sometimes it has the sense of being equivalent to “spirit”, other times it 

is the person as a whole. The latter sense seems better suited to theological use, so that before 

death and after resurrection, the soul consists of body and spirit, while in-between, the soul 

consists of spirit alone. This makes sense of speaking of the “holy souls” in purgatory while 

insisting on the unity of body and spirit in our earthly existence. Therefore, in this usage, it is 

                                                 
12

 The CCC, 362-368, expresses this teaching but uses the word “soul” to express what I have here called “spirit”. 
13

 I acknowledge, but will not explore here, the theological debate about whether ensoulment occurs later than conception. In 

any case, the Carholic Church treats the embryo with the dignity due to a human being from conception: see Gaudium et Spes 

§51. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_cons_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
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wrong to say, “I have a soul”, rather, “I am a soul”. A soul is nothing more, nor less, than a 

human person. 

 

 The Catechism of the Catholic Church, 362-368, prefers to use the word “soul” in the sense 

that we have employed “spirit”, so the Catechism speaks of the human person as a “unity of 

body and soul”, while acknowledging (363) the possibility of using “soul” to denote the whole 

person. Arguably the Catechism should be the arbiter of the correct use of language for future 

Catholic theological texts, but since “soul” can be used inclusively or exclusively of the body, 

any source text must be read with this ambiguity in mind. For clarity, I will speak of “spirit” 

rather than “soul” in the remainder of this document. 

 

 In conscious experience, each human person is composed of a physical body and an inner life. 

That which pertains to the physical body may be called “corporeal”, and that which concerns 

the inner life is often dubbed “spiritual”. Catholic teaching strongly insists on the unity of 

body and spirit as a whole person, so the pronoun “I” is best applied to that unity. It is wrong 

to say “I have a spirit”, for it is not merely the body speaking; nor is it adequate to say “I 

inhabit a body”, as if the true “I” were the spirit alone. 

 

 Next we must take account of the concept of “mind”. This word is used in conjunction with 

the human experience of consciousness, closely related to what we have here called the “inner 

life”. Many contemporary scientists would argue that consciousness is purely a function of the 

brain and needs no “spiritual” dimension. But if there is such a thing as the spirit of a human 

person, then clearly this spirit is mediated through the brain since brain damage can severely 

limit the self-expression or free action of a person. Neurophysiology has revealed much about 

how thought processes correspond to physical activity within the brain. Doctrine cannot deny 

such empirical results from the sphere of science; honest empirical research necessarily 

reveals God’s truth.
14

 

 

 For the purpose of this essay, I will define the “mind” as being the inner experience due to 

brain-function alone, in contradistinction to “spirit”. In this way, we can speak of the human 

person as “body, mind and spirit”, as indeed many bookshops now classify their books on a 

“holistic” approach to the human person. Spirituality is therefore distinct from psychology, the 

study of the mind, though closely associated with it. It would follow from such a definition 

that “mental illness” would actually be due to physical causes, but may be present alongside 

some “spiritual sickness” whose causes were non-corporeal.15 

 

 A common use of language in the New Testament is to contrast spirit (pneuma) with flesh 

(sarx), in which case flesh is seen as base and drawing us to sin. We might posit that sarx 

should be taken to denote the unity of body and mind, since the mind as defined above is the 

                                                 
14

 CCC 159 
15

 This definition of mental illness is adopted by some Catholics who work in the field of exorcism and “deliverance”, as 

expressed in a closed conference on deliverance ministry in England in March 2004. 
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unspiritual conscious manifestation of our flesh. In this case, however, we must be careful not 

to fall into the Gnostic heresy in which flesh (= body + mind) is seen as evil and irredeemable 

against our spiritual destiny, nor the Calvinist doctrine of the utter depravity of the human 

person. A true Catholic approach teaches that the flesh is good but fallen. 

 

 The Greek New Testament often uses the word psyche, and this must be translated carefully. 

Should it be rendered “mind” (whence the English word, “psychology”), or “soul”? In I Thess 

5:23, St Paul prays that God will preserve “spirit, soul and body” – pneuma, psyche and soma. 

The Catechism (367) notes this apparent distinction of soul and spirit, explaining that it must 

not be interpreted as introducing any kind of duality. Generally English translations of 

Scripture render psyche as “soul”, as in Mk 12:29-30 where the word “mind” is also found, used 

to translate dianoia. It might be anachronistic to see in I Thess a Pauline anticipation of our 

contemporary holistic view of the human person as “body, mind and spirit”. 

 

 We therefore end up with a network of terminology as follows: 

 

Outer life  Body     ¦ 

      > = Flesh   ¦ 

   Mind     ¦ the human person (soul) 

Inner life   = <      ¦ 

   Spirit  Spirit (ghost)  ¦ 

 

This diagram shows us the concepts we need to keep in mind while studying this area. The 

actual language used by a translation of Scripture or a contemporary text may not use words 

in exactly the same sense as I have defined them here. 

 

 
(d) The Reality of the Demonic 
 

 Crucial to some of the lines of argument I shall develop below – and an area not touched upon 

by the Holy See’s initial document on the New Age – is a recognition of the reality of evil 

spirits, also known as fallen angels, or demons. While 20th century scripture scholarship
16

 has 

sometimes tried to “demythologise” the accounts of Jesus performing exorcisms by claiming 

that every apparent possession was in fact a psychological condition, the Catholic position 

remains that demons are real
17

 and possession is possible; indeed, the Rite of Exorcism 

renewed in accordance with Vatican II’s liturgical principles was released as recently as 1999.
18

 

Literature is available containing numerous testimonies of encounters with evil spirits by 

Catholic and Pentecostal ministers,
19

 including contemporary authorised Catholic exorcists.
20

 

                                                 
16

 Oxford Concise Dictionary of the Christian Church, E. A. Livingston (ed), 164 
17

 CCC, 1673 
18

 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/263604.stm; http://www.ewtn.com/library/Liturgy/ZEXOR.HTM 
19

 Francis MacNutt, Deliverance From Evil Spirits; John Wimber, Power Healing, 111-138. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/263604.stm
http://www.ewtn.com/library/Liturgy/ZEXOR.HTM
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 It is not my intention to simplistically condemn the whole New Age movement as demonic. 

But I believe that an intellectual analysis needs to include the possibility that certain New Age 

techniques are facilitated by, or open a person to, the influence of evil spirits. To justify this 

claim, and in order to speak an unambiguous language in this field, it is important at the 

outset of this investigation to note the empirical evidence gathered by Catholic and Pentecostal 

pastors who have had considerable experience of dealing with demons. In the absence of 

Magisterial teaching, this constitutes the source of information available. 

 

 The literature indicates that there are several ways in which demons can menace people, and 

many routes by which an individual may come to be afflicted by an evil spirit. We note in 

particular the language used in this field:
21

  

 

Oppression - demonic influence which seems to come from outside a person, causing 

heaviness, weariness or discouragement. Oppressive spirits may be acquired through exposure 

to a heavy presence of evil: e.g. by participating in deliverance ministry (see below for 

definition of this), by being in a place where occult activities are taking place, by being placed 

under a curse, by coming into contact with items of witchcraft. Oppressive spirits may be 

dispelled by a simple command to leave in the name of Jesus. 

 

Obsession, or infestation - demonic influence which seems to reside inside a person, usually 

afflicting a certain area of a person’s life in the form of strong habitual temptations. A person 

may open oneself to infestation by deliberately seeking the presence or power of evil spirits 

through witchcraft, Satanism, or fortune-telling (ouija, tarot etc.); infestation may also occur 

through other grave sins which are not explicitly associated with the occult, e.g. sexual activity 

by consecrated or ordained persons pledged to celibacy. The infesting spirit usually needs to 

be identified by name and cast out (i.e. commanded to leave) or bound (i.e. forbidden from 

exerting any further influence). It is also possible for animals, houses, places and situations to 

become infested, especially by exposure to occult activity. 

 

 Possession is very rare, and only occurs when human beings wilfully hand over complete 

control of their life to Satan. Formal exorcism, sanctioned by the diocesan bishop, is always 

required in such cases. 

 

Demonization may be used as a general term covering all the above situations, and 

deliverance is a generic term for freeing someone from the influence of a demon. But you may 

also see these two terms applied specifically to cases of obsession and oppression, as a 

contrast to possession which requires formal exorcism. Catholic exorcists generally teach that 

                                                                                                                                                                            
20

 Gabriele Amorth (chief exorcist of the Diocese of Rome), An Exorcist Tells His Story, passim; Benedict Heron, I Saw Satan 

Fall, 88-103. 
21

 Scanlan & Cirner, Deliverance from Evil Spirits, Servant Books, 1980; S. Conaty, The “How”s and “Why”s of Deliverance, 

unpublished lecture notes. Also F. MacNutt, Deliverance from Evil Spirits: A Practical Manual, Chosen Books, 1995, pp. 

67-74. 
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a bishop’s permission is not required in order to pray for deliverance from oppressive or 

obsessive spirits,
22

 although a strict reading of a 1984 Vatican directive may indicate that 

prayer for relief from obsession/infestation is also reserved to authorised priests.23 

 

It is also worth noting that in charismatic circles, “discernment of spirits” refers to a gift 

(charism) given by the Holy Spirit enabling one to discern the name/identity of any spirit 

present;
24

 this is a very different definition from that employed in Ignatian spirituality, where 

it refers to the analysis of feelings of consolation or desolation.
25

 

 

 In the context of the present essay, we note there are two dangers which may be present in 

New Age activities. Firstly, wilful participation
26

 in activities facilitated by evil spirits may open 

a person up for infestation, even if that person is not aware, or does not believe, that evil 

spirits exist and are at work. In this case both sacramental confession and prayer for 

deliverance are necessary for total healing. 

 

 Secondly, due to the syncretistic nature of New Age thinking, one therapist may practice 

several New Age techniques: a client receiving an unproblematic therapy may become subject 

to influence from oppressive demons if the place or therapist is infested via other activities. 

Dom Benedict Heron OSB, who has assisted several authorised exorcists with their ministry,
27

 

offers a balanced treatment of alternative/complementary therapies in general,
28

 and notes 

that since practitioners of these therapies are often involved in witchcraft or other occult 

practices, they may covertly attempt to “channel spiritual healing energy” while they practice 

on patients. In this case, there is no question of culpable sin on the part of an unknowing 

client, but prayer for deliverance may still be required, and the prudence of receiving the New 

Age therapy in this particular context is in doubt. It seems plausible that the act of will to 

receive the therapy “trusting in the practitioner” may even be sufficient to admit demonic 

influence at the level of obsession.
 

 

                                                 
22

 cf. http://www.saint-mike.org/Apologetics/QA/Answers/Spiritual_Warfare/s990902Smith.html 
23

 http://www.ewtn.com/library/CURIA/CDFEXORC.HTM 
24

 MacNutt, op. cit., 81ff. 
25

 See, for example, Catholic Encyclopaedia entry on “discernment of spirits”, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05028b.htm 
26

 It is tempting to try to make a distinction that only sinful acts open a person to infestation, while demons can only oppress 

those who have not made wilful choices of occult activity or other grave sin. MacNutt 90-92 presents plausible evidence, 

however, that traumatic emotional experience can open a psychological wound which is capable of admitting infestation by 

evil spirits. He also argues (pp. 108-115, 221-222) that an innocent person can be opened up to infestation by a curse or by 

being dedicated to Satan: his examples are strongest in the case of children cursed by parents or ancestors. I would be 

cautious about asserting that a non-consenting adult could be infested by the power of a curse. 
27

 B. Heron, I Saw Satan Fall, xvii. 
28

 Ibid., 45-47 

http://www.saint-mike.org/Apologetics/QA/Answers/Spiritual_Warfare/s990902Smith.html
http://www.ewtn.com/library/CURIA/CDFEXORC.HTM
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05028b.htm
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(e) Psychic Phenomena 
 

 We cannot rule out, a priori, the possibility that in rare cases, the human mind can directly 

influence or sense matter without being mediated by the muscles and sense organs of the 

body. We will define as psychic any process by which the human mind directly influences 

matter or acquires sense data. The study of such psychic phenomena is the realm of para-

psychology, a field which has not yet produced unambiguous evidence for the existence of any 

such phenomenon. 

 

 Psychic phenomena, by this definition, do not involve any spirit other than that of the human 

claiming psychic powers, and possibly the spirits of other living persons involved in the 

experiment. If genuine psychic phenomena exist, it should be possible to investigate them by 

controlled experimentation, and they would seem to pose a different kind of theological or 

moral problem from the invocation of spirits. 

 

An authorised British exorcist, speaking at a conference in March 2004, expressed the view 

that some people did indeed have innate (not natural but preternatural) psychic abilities, but 

warned that any deliberate attempt to use such abilities could be an entry point for 

demonization. He stated that the Church had forbidden the exercise of psychic powers and 

cited Deuteronomy 18:9-12 as evidence that God forbids the exercise of any “soothsaying or 

augury”. 

 

 Does this leave any middle ground for phenomena which are not yet understood by science, 

but which may be legitimately investigated without breaking any prohibitions put in place by 

scripture or the Church? Given the exorcist’s warning, it seems that any ground not explicitly 

forbidden could still be an entry point for demonic influence. 

 
 
(f) Complementary and Alternative Therapies 

 

 The following text comes from a report, Handle With Care, by the Evangelical Alliance:
29

 

 

Alternative is used to mean when a therapy is used as a strict alternative to orthodox medicine, and 

complementary may be used to describe a therapy used in conjunction with orthodox medicine. Both 

terms, plus holistic (which describes an approach taking the whole person - body, mind and spirit - 

into account) are frequently used interchangeably. 

  

Most therapies fall into one of three categories: 

 

External: includes massage and manipulation 

(eg acupuncture, aromatherapy, reflexology, osteopathy) 

 

Internal: involves ingesting medicines (e.g. herbalism, homoeopathy). 

 

                                                 
29

 http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/overview.htm (checked 26/12/2002) 

http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/overview.htm
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 Psychic: either psychological in origin, or using the paranormal  

 (e.g. hypnotherapy, astral projection, transcendental meditation). 

 

 The Institute for Complementary Medicine distinguishes between practitioners and therapists for the 

purpose of inclusion on its register of practitioners: The Institute defines practitioners as those able 

to make holistic diagnoses (not the same as a GP's symptom-based diagnosis) leading to a course of 

treatment. (NB: In the case of a serious or life-threatening illness, the practitioner should present the 

patient with the choices available, including orthodox medical treatment.) A therapist works under the 

direction of a practitioner. However, these terms are often used interchangeably throughout 

complementary medicine and in the media.  

 

 Most alternative therapies see health and emotional problems as a result primarily of an imbalance or 

depletion of the body's energy (be that physical, emotional or spiritual). The aim of the therapy is to 

restore that energy balance. Because alternative medicine adherents take a holistic approach, the 

expectation is often that as well as relief of symptoms, clients can hope for a healthier and happier 

lifestyle.  

 

 Dr Robina Coker (Alternative Medicine, Monarch) suggests the following questions as a starting point 

for investigating a therapy: 

 

 Do the claims for this therapy fit the facts?  

 Is there a rational scientific basis for the therapy?  

 Is the methodology or the principle the effective element?  

 Does the therapy involve the occult?  

 What is the therapist's world view?   

 

The last two questions must be asked of individual practitioners, as the way many therapies are used 

is often determined by the individual. As well as asking therapists about their qualifications, no 

reputable practitioners should mind you taking a holistic approach by asking them if they have  any 

spiritual objectives or practices in their work, and what their spiritual outlook is.  

 

Perhaps it would also be useful to consider why we rarely apply the same scrutiny to orthodox 

medicine and its practitioners, despite its origins in ancient Greek pantheism.  

 

 

(g) Selection Criteria for issues considered 
 

  What practices ought actually be considered and analysed in this essay? Some anti-New Age 

writers claim conspiracy theories which link a whole host of superficially unconnected 

therapies, practices and techniques.
30

 My choice here is an eclectic one, based on anecdotal 

concerns I have heard voiced during my involvement with the Catholic church in general, and 

the Pentecostal movement (charismatic renewal) within and without Catholicism. It is 

                                                 
30

 e.g. Randy England, The Unicorn in the Sanctuary 
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sufficient for concern to be raised about any technique, for the pastor to feel responsible for 

attempting to make an objective discernment of it. I will make no attempt to cite the origin of 

the “worries” I have heard expressed anecdotally; the mere fact they have been raised and are 

plausible is sufficient reason to investigate. Out of sensitivity to the many Christians who do 

not regard the Pentecostal charismatic gifts as part of “normal Christianity” I feel it is fair to 

also subject these charisms to the same analysis. What, then, are our general areas of concern? 

 

(i) “Spiritual energy systems”: there is a general Eastern belief in a kind of spiritual energy 

variously called prana (India), ki (Japan), qi (China), ka (ancient Egypt), or chi; this moves 

through the human body, which has certain energy centres known as chakras. Reiki is a 

technique which claims to rebalance this energy. Practitioners of various alternative therapies 

may covertly or explicitly seek to manipulate this energy. Use of crystals or styling of rooms 

(feng shui) also buys into a belief in spiritual energy systems. Whether these practices are 

compatible with Christianity must be considered. 

 

(ii) Martial Arts and Yoga: it is alleged that by adopting certain yoga postures or martial arts 

stances (kata) one is worshipping false gods. Yoga postures are also alleged to be chosen 

because of their significance in the prana/chakra system. 

 

(iii) The Enneagram personality typing system is often criticised for being “discovered” by an 

occultist. Its method of mapping personality types onto a nine-pointed diagram is accused of 

being a form of numerological divination. Other typing schemes (e.g. Meyers-Briggs) also fall 

under general suspicion. 

 

(iv) Eastern Meditation techniques (e.g. zen, transcendental meditation, use of a mantra) have 

been adopted by Christians. Christian and Eastern beliefs about the nature and purpose of 

prayer may differ, and these techniques cannot be adopted uncritically. 

 

(v) Alternative / Complementary Therapies suffer from scientific criticism. They lack proof-

positive clinical trial evidence of efficacy and may seem to contradict scientific orthodoxy in 

the way they work (e.g. homeopathy diluting a substance so no molecule of it is left in the 

medicine). In some cases their apparent efficacy may be attributed to occult (demonic) spiritual 

techniques, or tied in with the Eastern prana system (e.g. acupuncture). Some therapies (e.g. 

aromatherapy, reflexology) are widely practised in Christian retreat houses. Note that in 1856, 

the Vatican ruled that hypnotism (then called “magnetism”) was not prohibited, as long as the 

Devil was not invoked, and the hypnotism was not used for wrongful ends.
31

 

 

 These represent some of the better known and not immediately resolvable issues which 

Christians confront in the New Age movement. My list is not exhaustive. 
 

                                                 
31

 Francesco Bamonte, Occult Christianity and Magic, Many Rooms Publishing, 2001. 



 

G. Leyshon - New Age - Page 13 

 
3. General Moral Criteria for the Evaluation of New Age Practices 
 

 In Catholic moral theology, the morality of an act is determined by the nature of the act itself, 

and the intention of the person acting.
32

 A particular action is objectively wrong either because 

of its intrinsic nature (e.g. murder, theft, worshipping Satan) or because of the intention for 

which it is carried out (e.g. asking a person for a keepsake in order for it to be used in 

preparing a charm). An objectively wrong act is only sinful (culpable in the eyes of God) if 

committed by someone who realises that it is morally wrong. Clearly it is possible to do wrong 

by carrying out a totally ineffectual practice, if the person doing so has a wrongful intention; 

e.g. even if tea-leaves in the bottom of the cup have no significance for divination, a person 

does wrong by attempting to read the future from them. 

 

Broadly speaking, most New Age techniques aim to do some or all of 

 (i) improve one’s own well-being (e.g. alternative therapies, meditation); 

 (ii) increase self-knowledge (e.g. some uses of divination, personality tools); or 

 (iii) further humanity’s general well-being (e.g. directed meditation, certain energy techniques). 

 

Less commonly, techniques may seek particular knowledge (e.g. dowsing for oil or water) or 

seek to influence particular people or situations (e.g. through a curse or witchcraft). In general, 

we note two thrusts: to INFLUENCE
33

 (oneself, humanity, or an individual or group), or to gain 

KNOWLEDGE
34

 (self-knowledge, specific knowledge). The following principles seem of particular 

relevance for our current investigation: 

 

Principle A: Recourse to any practice to gain knowledge or influence, which does not 

consciously direct psychic powers nor seek the services of spirits, believed to be efficacious 

without reasonable justification, constitutes superstition, and is unworthy of Christians.
35

 

 

Principle B: Recourse to any practice to gain knowledge or influence, whose putative efficacy 

the practitioner attributes to a spiritual source other than God, constitutes idolatry, the 

worship of false gods, regardless of whether or not spirits are in fact invoked by the practice.
36

 

 

Principle C: Recourse to any practice to gain knowledge or influence, whose putative efficacy 

the practitioner attributes to the Triune God, but which does not respect the sovereignty of 

God, constitutes the sin of attempting to tempt God, thereby putting one’s own will before 

His.
37

 

                                                 
32

 CCC 1750-1761 
33

 JCBWL §2.3.4.1 calls this “magic” or “occult” activity.  
34

 JCBWL §2.3.4.1 calls this “esotericism”.  
35

 CCC 2110-2111. Note that superstition also includes attributing power directly to Catholic sacramentals; rather, use of a 

sacramental should be carried out as a physical sign of faith in God Himself. 
36

 CCC 2112-2114 
37

 CCC 2119 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#2.3.4.1.%20...the%20human%20person?
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#2.3.4.1.%20...the%20human%20person?
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Principle D: In previous editions of this document, I proposed that there may be very limited 

situations where recourse to what appear to be “psychic powers” is not forbidden. I have now 

modified my position and hold that the use of psychic powers to obtain knowledge is 

forbidden by Dt 18:9-12. In any case, the non-involvement of evil spirits in a given psychic 

phenomenon will be very difficult to establish beyond reasonable doubt. The commandment 

against worshipping false gods is strong,
38

 and recourse to “unknown powers” would seem to 

run the risk of invoking false gods unless there is good evidence to the contrary. Advice from 

a British exorcust indicates that any recourse to psychic powers can be an entry point for 

demonization; the use of such powers is therefore, in all cases, imprudent. 

 

Principle E: For the sake of one’s ultimate salvation, one should be wary of opening oneself to 

the influence of evil spirits. One should therefore satisfy oneself that there is little likelihood 

of oppressive spirits being picked up through any activity; or if it is necessary to run the risk 

for a higher good (as in the case of those involved in deliverance ministry), to take appropriate 

precautions.  

 

N.B. It seems likely that oppressive spirits can be acquired from contact with a 

practitioner who has been infested or oppressed, and plausible that they may be acquired 

via objects which have been through an occult ritual (the diabolical counterfeit of blessed 

objects). There is no positive evidence that oppressive spirits can be transmitted by 

practising apparently unproblematic therapies whose inventors happen to have been 

occultists, though such provenance should invite the potential client to a thorough 

scrutiny of the proposed treatment. Similarly, if any therapy which was originally 

explained in terms of the prana/chakra system is subsequently found to be effective in 

clinical trials, there seems to be no reason to believe that a practitioner who offers the 

therapy but explicitly rejects the spiritual interpretation runs any risk of inadvertently 

invoking evil spirits.   

 

Principle F: When receiving a New Age treatment, a client might reasonably place “good faith” 

in the explanation given by the practitioner/therapist of what is taking place, unless there is 

good reason to suspect hidden motives or practices. But one who promotes or offers such 

treatments should satisfy oneself of the accuracy and provenance of the information which is 

to be offered to clients. This reflects the commandment against bearing false witness, and the 

Christian duty to live according to the truth.
39

 

 

N.B. No treatment which has gained popular credence is likely to be wholly ineffective, or 

it would have no supporters. But the placebo effect will promote well-being to a certain 

extent, as will the amount of time and care which any “holistic” practitioner spends on 

                                                 
38

 Exodus 20:2-5; Deuteronomy 5:6-9; Matthew 4:10 
39

 CCC 2462-2470 
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their client;40 and divination techniques may include the kind of generalities employed by 

anyone familiar with the art of “cold reading”. It seems reasonable that the Christian 

consumer should be able to accept statements made about New Age techniques by their 

practitioners without being expected to undertake an academic research project first. But 

if a Christian becomes a therapist offering and advertising any particular therapy or 

technique, s/he has a duty to ensure that any information imparted is truthful. Patter 

and advertising based on hearsay and anecdotes is inadequate to honour this duty. 

 

Principle G: Christians are duty-bound to give a good witness to the unique power of Jesus 

Christ, even to the point of martyrdom.
41

 If there is a danger that in receiving a New Age 

treatment, a Christian might be perceived as having recourse to other spiritual powers, even 

though the Christian is satisfied that no such powers in fact facilitate the treatment, then the 

Christian is in danger of giving bad witness, and should consider whether this is an offence 

against charity (love of neighbour). This applies perforce when a New Age technique is to be 

used in a Christian context, e.g. on parish property or in a retreat centre. Note the arguments 

of St Paul who knows that meat sacrificed to idols cannot harm him, but refuses to eat it in 

case the word gets round, causing his audience to believe he worships those idols rather than 

Christ alone.
42

 

 

Principle H: It must be possible to reconcile the practice with Christian doctrine. New Age 

beliefs are often expressed in a context of monism and/or pantheism: all creation is a 

manifestation of God, and human beings reach wholeness through realising that they too are 

God (or manifestations of Him/Her/It), and can perhaps reach consciousness of this by various 

exercises. By contrast, Christian theology teaches that each human is an individual made in the 

image of God, distinct from Him, but called to grow into an increasingly perfect image of Him 

(a process Christians call divinization or theosis
43

). No person can be perfected by one’s own 

actions (Pelagianism),
44

 but only by accepting the salvation offered by Jesus Christ. Christian 

practitioners of New Age techniques must ensure that their teaching and practice are 

consistent with this Christian anthropology rather than monism/pantheism, and without 

risking giving the impression that Christianity is compatible with such New Age concepts.
45

 

 

N.B. Chapter 4 of Jesus Christ, Bearer of the Water of Life gives a thorough overview of the 

doctrinal divergence between key Christian and New Age principles. It offers a list of 

considerations which help to identify whether a practice has strayed away from Christian 

truth. I reproduce this list below, but for the background and explanation of each test, I 

refer you to the source document. 

                                                 
40

 http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/overview.htm, subsections “Placebo Effect” and “Bedside 

Manner” 
41

  CCC 2471-2474 
42

 I Cor 8 
43

 JCBWL §3.5  
44

 R. McBrien, Catholicism, 191 
45

 cf. R. McBrien, op. cit., 244, 257 & 166-184 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#4%20NEW%20AGE%20AND%20CHRISTIAN%20FAITH%20IN%20CONTRAST
http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/overview.htm
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#3.5.%20The%20“god%20within“%20and%20“theosis”
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 Is God a being with whom we have a relationship or something to be used or a force to be 

harnessed? 

 Is there just one Jesus Christ, or are there thousands of Christs?  

 The human being: is there one universal being or are there many individuals? 

 Do we save ourselves or is salvation a free gift from God?  

 Do we invent truth or do we embrace it?  

 Prayer and meditation: are we talking to ourselves or to God? 

 Are we tempted to deny sin or do we accept that there is such a thing? 

 Are we encouraged to reject or accept suffering and death?  

 Is social commitment something shirked or positively sought after?  

 Is our future in the stars or do we help to construct it?  

 

Principle I: Christians are called to place their trust in God, especially concerning the unknown 

future, and events beyond their natural control. Maturity in faith requires a recognition of, and 

docile submission to, the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
46

 

 

 

 Having presented some general principles, we can now consider how they might apply in 

particular cases. 
 
 

                                                 
46

 CCC 2115, which urges an attitude of giving up all unhealthy curiosity about the future. It is worth noting that those who 

exercise the charismatic gifts of knowledge, wisdom and prophecy responsibly do not explicitly ask God for knowledge 

about the future; rather, they ask the Almighty for whatever revelation might help them to edify or pray appropriately for 

their clients. 
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4. Specific Criteria for the Evaluation of New Age Practices 
 

(a) Concerning Divination of Occult Knowledge 
 

Catechism 2116: All forms of divination are to be rejected: recourse to Satan or demons, 

conjuring up the dead or other practices falsely supposed to "unveil" the future. Consulting 

horoscopes, astrology, palm reading, interpretation of omens and lots, the phenomena of 

clairvoyance, and recourse to mediums all conceal a desire for power over time, history, and, in the 

last analysis, other human beings, as well as a wish to conciliate hidden powers. They contradict 

the honour, respect, and loving fear that we owe to God alone.  

Human beings are free to explore the natural universe by natural means; use of scientific 

methods to predict the future according to causal laws would not seem to be an offence of 

“lacking trust in God” but part of responsible stewardship of creation and management of 

one’s own life. Divination, by contrast, could be defined as “obtaining knowledge by 

supernatural or preternatural means”, and it is turning to a spiritual source other than the 

Triune God which is forbidden (Principle B). The crucial word here is “spiritual”. How do we 

answer a “divination” practitioner who claims: “This is not a spiritual technique. It is a natural 

system which empirical science has not yet come to terms with.” ? 

 

 First, consider any physical activity (e.g. casting lots) or conceptual system (e.g. astrology) 

which purports to give information about the future without involving the human mind - i.e. 

where there is no scope for psychic phenomena to be involved. (Presumably, if psychic powers 

are not needed, a robot could be built to cast lots; or a computer could cast a horoscope based 

on knowing someone’s time and date of birth, or interpret a scan of someone’s palm.) It should 

be possible to conduct an empirical scientific test to determine whether these techniques have 

any true predictive power: this is using human reason to enquire into nature. Conducting such 

experiments should have no moral problems so long as the predictions are used only for the 

experimental data and not as a basis of real life-choices. 

 

 If there is no empirical evidence to support a particular predictive technique, then recourse to 

it is superstitious and not founded on truth; it is a sin of religious excess for Christians to act 

superstitiously (Principle A). On the other hand, if the technique’s consistent predictive power 

can be verified by empirical studies,
47

 then we can presume we are dealing with a natural 

phenomenon, whose moral status is no more problematic than weather forecasting. It is not 

necessary, for moral use, to discover the mechanism by which the predictive power is 

guaranteed, though it is to be expected that the mechanism will be found in due course. 

 

 Does the Catechism text prohibit use of genuine psychic abilities? (See notes on Principle D.) If 

such abilities are classed as “preternatural” and if “divination” covers this category, then they 

are prohibited. 

 

                                                 
47

 A pedantic Christian might object that a spirit might be consistently influencing the outcome of the experiment, in which case 

the experimental regime would require a “control” trial which was covered by prayer for protection from spirits. 
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Rule 1. Recourse to any physical activity or conceptual system which purports to yield hitherto 

unknown information without empirical justification constitutes superstition, and is unworthy 

of Christians (A). It may indicate lack of trust in God, especially where the information 

concerns one’s future (I). If the believer attributes the technique’s efficacy to a spiritual source 

other than God (B), or has not made sufficient inquiry into what may be a genuine psychic 

power (D), s/he sins by worshipping false gods and may also risk attracting oppressive spirits 

(E). If s/he attributes the technique’s efficacy to the Triune God, s/he sins by attempting to 

tempt God and force an answer (C). Use of genuine psychic ability may be an entry point for 

demonization (D). In any case, all forms of “soothsaying and augury”, which would appear to 

be a catch-all description of obtaining knowledge by unnatural means, are forbidden by Dt 18. 

Therefore, we may never seek to divine such information (without prejudice to the ministry of 

Christians with prophetic gifts). Horoscopes, astrology, palm reading, and interpretation of 

omens and lots, are all explicitly forbidden by Catholic teaching. So is recourse to clairvoyance, 

which may refer to the use of a purely psychic ability to see into the future.
48

 

 

(b) Concerning Mediumship and Contacting Spirits 
 

 Consider the dowser who claims to find oil or water by walking over the land with two sticks. 

Is this a spiritual technique? Or could there plausibly be an unknown mechanism which 

science will one day pin down? What about the dowser who uses a pendulum over a map? It 

seems implausible that there could be a “natural” link between the map and the geochemical 

properties of the real world: at this level, some intelligence is needed, either human psychic 

powers or those of another spiritual entity. As for the dowser who dowses directly in the real 

world, he or she must give an account of what mental processing is involved. Is it purely a 

sensory task of feeling rods moving in one’s hands? Or must the rods be mentally directed 

somehow? It is here that we require a clearly defined boundary between spiritual, psychic, and 

scientific phenomena. If it could be proven that no other spirit is involved, then a dowser with 

consistent powers would seem to be exercising a natural or preternatural human faculty as yet 

unexplored by science. Even in this case, however, if no objective scientific mechanism could 

be discerned, then the dowser would seem to be using a preternatural ability, which still seems 

to be forbidden by Principle D. 

 

 Scripture forbids us from divining the future,
49

 but bids us trust in God. In other words, we 

may not seek to obtain, by a spiritual technique, knowledge about what is the case, or what is 

to come. God, however, remains free to reveal aspects of the future to us, as evidenced in the 

Book of Acts.
50

 

 

                                                 
48

 Respect for the privacy of another person might likewise make it wrong to use a psychic ability to read thoughts – though 

would this be morally different from interpreting body language? 
49

 Deuteronomy 18:10 
50

 Acts 11:28; cf. CCC 2115 
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 The New Testament recognises that some people are given the gift of prophecy,
51

 and if God 

chooses to reveal future knowledge to such prophets, this is done in a context of professing, 

rather than denying, trust in God. Christians who have the charisms of “prophecy” or the 

“word of knowledge” go to the Triune God, ask Him to impart whatever knowledge He wishes 

to give them in order to minister effectively, and accept what reply, if any, He chooses to give. 

That He sometimes chooses not to give a word is a sign that an independent will (God’s) is at 

work, and the charism is not a psychic power of the charismatic individual. God’s freedom to 

choose not to reply means that charismatic gifts do not breach Principle C. It is sometimes 

objected that St John of the Cross taught that one should not seek mystical experiences, and 

therefore charismatics should not seek to exercise such gifts. In scripture,
52

 however, St Paul 

teaches that we should “eagerly desire” the gift of prophecy. A distinction must be made 

between seeking spiritual experiences for oneself (from curiosity, or desire for “proof” of 

faith), and exercising spiritual gifts for the benefit of others. 

 

 Scripture explicitly forbids mediumship,
53

 specifically seeking knowledge from the spirit of a 

person who has died. It is not forbidden to attempt one-way communication TO the departed 

(witness the Catholic/Orthodox tradition of asking the intercession of saints and holy souls),
54

 

nor is God forbidden from allowing a departed person to communicate an unsolicited message 

(e.g. Moses at the Transfiguration, the Virgin Mary at Lourdes, the voices of Ss Margaret and 

Catherine to St Joan of Arc). By extension, what may not be sought from a departed soul, 

ought not be sought from an angel, so neither should we attempt to receive communication 

from angels, while respecting God’s freedom to have them communicate on His own initiative. 

 

 A few years ago I was aware of a vogue among certain Catholics, for “asking to know the name 

of your guardian angel”. A cautionary tale
55

 is given by Kristina Cooper, editor of England’s 

Catholic charismatic magazine: she and a friend did so, and received the names “Harold” and 

“Gregory”. But when they asked these angels, by name, to intercede for them, their prayer lives 

became more difficult. Then Kristina read an account by an Anglican exorcist of casting out 

evil spirits called “Harold” and “Gregory” whose mission was to cause distraction and tiredness 

in prayer;
56

 she and her friend renounced their involvement with these “angels” and all became 

well. It seems that by curiously seeking non-essential knowledge (that which God did not freely 

will to reveal to them) they opened themselves up to communication by fallen angels: a breach 

of Principle B (knowledge should be sought from God Himself, who may choose to reply by 

means of an angel), and Principle E (since seeking contact with angels seems to risk inviting the 

fallen ones to reply). 

 

                                                 
51

 I Cor 14:1-5 
52

 I Cor 12-14 
53

 Deuteronomy 18:11; Leviticus 19:31; cf. I Chron 10:13 
54

 CCC 955-959 
55

 http://www.ccr.org.uk/gn0209/g0209kc.htm, checked 26/12/02, from September 2002 edition of Goodnews. 
56

 Peter H. Lawrence, The Hot Line, 146 

http://www.ccr.org.uk/gn0209/g0209kc.htm
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 Rule 2. You, or a person acting on your behalf, may ask the Triune God directly for 

knowledge, always respecting His freedom to refuse to impart an answer (C). You (or your 

agent) may not have recourse to any other spirit in the pursuit of knowledge (B). You may not 

consult a “psychic” who seems to have a genuine preternatural gift (D). We may never seek 

knowledge or communication from departed souls, angels, or other spiritual creatures. 

Mediumship – which would include “channelling” of any spiritual being, whether soul or angel 

– is explicitly forbidden by Catholic teaching. 

 
 
(c) Concerning Spiritual Power and Energy 
 

Catechism 2117: All practices of magic or sorcery, by which one attempts to tame occult 

powers, so as to place them at one's service and have a supernatural power over others - even if 

this were for the sake of restoring their health - are gravely contrary to the virtue of religion. These 

practices are even more to be condemned when accompanied by the intention of harming 

someone, or when they have recourse to the intervention of demons. Wearing charms is also 

reprehensible. Spiritism often implies divination or magical practices; the Church for her part warns 

the faithful against it. Recourse to so-called traditional cures does not justify either the invocation 

of evil powers or the exploitation of another's credulity.  

As with divination (seeking knowledge), so with the problem of influencing the material world 

or a human person’s well being, we must consider whether particular techniques are 

superstitious, natural, psychic, or invoke spirits. Scripture forbids sorcery,
57

 magic
58

 and 

witchcraft,
59

 but acknowledges that certain people are granted charisms of healing.
60

 

 

 Rule 3. Recourse to any merely material practice (i.e. without conscious direction of psychic 

powers or contact with spirits) which purports to influence another person or thing without 

empirical justification constitutes superstition, and is unworthy of Christians (A). If the 

believer attributes the technique’s efficacy to a spiritual source other than God, s/he sins by 

worshipping false gods (B). If s/he attributes the technique’s efficacy to the Triune God, s/he 

sins by attempting to tempt God (C). Recourse to genuine preternatural “psychic powers” may 

not be explicitly forbidden by scripture in this case, but seems ruled out as an imprudent 

course of action which may invite demonic influence upon the practitioner (D). You, or a 

person acting on your behalf, may ask the Triune God directly, or via a saintly or angelic 

intercessor, for a good gift, always respecting His freedom to refuse (C). You (or your agent) 

may not have recourse to any other spirit as the source of the favour, on pain of idolatry (B). 

We may only honour and make use of spirits and spiritual powers which confess Jesus as 

having come in the flesh as Lord. No other spirits or spiritual powers may be exploited or 

venerated in any way. We may never seek to manipulate occult powers so as to control them 

and exercise supernatural power over another person, even for the purpose of healing. 

  

                                                 
57

 Deuteronomy 18:10; cf. Acts 19:19 
58

 Ezekiel 13:18-20; Revelation 9:21 & 22:15 
59

 Deuteronomy 18:10, Galatians 5:20; cf. Micah 5:12 
60

 I Corinthians 12 
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 Practitioners of various alternative/complementary therapies will use the language of 

“balancing the body’s energy”. Reflexology
61

 and Chinese acupuncture
62

 in particular draw on 

certain beliefs about the flow of energy around the human body, and Reiki
63

 seeks to rebalance 

this directly. We are forced to ask about the nature of this energy (prana, chi, etc.). Is it merely 

a theoretical model which accounts for the efficacy of traditional treatments, and gains 

credence because of the placebo effect? Is there empirical evidence for the correctness of the 

predictions the model makes, and if so, for the existence of the energy itself? Are the 

techniques which seek to manipulate the energy, psychic (as I have defined the term)? Do they 

work through the intervention of other spirits? Do they constitute the “taming of occult 

powers”? These questions would have to be looked at in the context of each particular therapy. 

 

 The phrase “taming of occult powers” invites further investigation. What does occult mean in 

this context? The etymology of the word indicates “hidden”. It cannot be synonymous with 

“demonic”, for the Catechism text goes on to highlight recourse to demons as particularly 

grave. On the other hand, we would not want to extend it to the entire realm of that not yet 

known – or else harnessing nuclear energy would have constituted “taming hidden powers” 

when the power of the atom was first discovered. Do all alleged “psychic powers” fall in the 

realm of preternatural gifts which might serve as entry points for demonization, or are there 

still human abilities which fall into the same category as atomic energy in the 19th Century, i.e. 

as something which science has yet to account for? 

 

 On the other hand, if there are such things as non-intelligent “spiritual energies” which can be 

manipulated, these presumably fall into the category of occult powers which could be tamed 

but are not demonic. Therefore manipulating spiritual energies believed to exist independently 

of psychic exertions – using crystals, feng shui, reiki, etc. – would seem to be part of the 

forbidden activities of this definition; and even if the energies do not actually exist, the 

practitioner is guilty of attempting to tame powers in this forbidden category. 

 

 What if a particular therapy bases its methodology on the existence of chi energy, but does 

not seek to manipulate this energy directly? Is it possible to receive acupuncture or reflexology 

while believing that their efficacy is not due to the manipulation of occult powers? Perhaps the 

answer to this is yes. Could a Christian administer these therapies without seeking to “tame 

occult powers”? Perhaps yes again, but they would have to devise a new rationale for what they 

are doing and why they are doing it. As for reiki, which is direct facilitating of a rebalancing of 

this energy, this would seem to be ruled out by the Catechism. 

 

 

                                                 
61

 http://www.reflexology.org/aor/refinfo/healart.htm 
62

 http://www.acupuncture.org.uk/content/AboutAcupuncture/acupunctureabout.htm 
63

 http://www.reikifed.co.uk/define.htm  

http://www.reflexology.org/aor/refinfo/healart.htm
http://www.acupuncture.org.uk/content/AboutAcupuncture/acupunctureabout.htm
http://www.reikifed.co.uk/define.htm


 

G. Leyshon - New Age - Page 22 

(d) Concerning the worship of false gods 
 

We may worship no god except God.
64

 By extension, we must honour no spiritual power unless 

we can reasonably believe it to be sent by God and in accordance with His will. This 

immediately rules out Satanism and any earth religion or Eastern practice which worships 

deities or spirits other than the triune God.
65

 The New Testament criterion is only to accept 

spirits which confess Jesus as having come in the flesh as Lord.
66

 This allows leeway for 

veneration (honour which is less than worship) for angels and saints in the Catholic/Orthodox 

tradition. 

 

Catechism 2113: … Idolatry consists in divinizing what is not God. Man commits idolatry 

whenever he honours and reveres a creature [created thing] in place of God, whether this be gods 

or demons (for example, Satanism), power, pleasure, race, ancestors, the state, money, etc…. 

Idolatry rejects the unique Lordship of God; it is therefore incompatible with communion with God. 

  I have heard it claimed that certain positions adopted in yoga or martial arts of themselves 

amount to worship of other gods. Is it possible to worship an entity unknowingly? Certainly 

there can be no culpability involved in actions carried out in ignorance. Sacramental theology 

requires both form and matter for a sacrament to be effected: the right words as well as the 

right action. By extension, is a conscious intention required for an action to constitute worship 

of a false god? To practice yoga or a martial art while not believing that there is a sprit 

responsible for its efficacy is clearly NOT a breach of Principle B. Whether it bears bad witness 

(G) depends on the culture which observes Christians participating. Only in a culture where 

observers identify the postures as worship per se is this problematic.  

 

In previous editions of this document, I stated: “I am not aware of any evidence from those 

involved in deliverance ministry that adopting postures without conscious intention can open 

a person to infestation (E).” I am currently (March 2004) pursuing some possible evidence in 

this direction and hereby urge readers to err on the side of caution in this matter until I can 

give clearer guidance. 

 

 Subtly different is the question of whether a certain yoga position is associated with belief in 

prana and the existence of certain energy flow points (chakras) on the human body. A 

particular posture may have significance in a chakra system, and be empirically known to be 

conducive to prayer or meditation. To adopt the position when taught it in good faith as a 

meditation posture is not problematic. But to adopt it as a consequence of believing in the 

chakra system, may constitute an attempt to manipulate occult powers. Even in Catholic 

liturgy, symbolic meanings have become attached to originally practical actions: washing the 

hands after gifts of vegetables have been received becomes spiritual purification, the sweat 

protecting neck-cloth (amice) becomes the helmet of salvation. Conscious adoption of the 

                                                 
64

 Exodus 20:3; CCC 2083-2085 
65

 CCC 2113 
66

 1 John 4:1-3; cf. I Cor 12:3 
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symbolic meaning is required for the symbol to have potency; otherwise the action is purely 

pragmatic. Thus origin in a charka/prana system only seems significant when a technique is 

used with the intention of exploiting prana. 

 

 Fr Rufus Pereira, from India, is an acknowledged expert in the field of healing and deliverance 

and is the President of the International Association of Exorcists, a Vatican approved body.
67

 

He notes that the national committee responsible for charismatic renewal in the Catholic 

Church in India concluded that: “on the one hand, the emotional and spiritual elements of 

yoga need to be avoided: at times they can even be diabolic and make us vulnerable to the 

forces of evil. Nevertheless, the purely practical aspects of yoga [explained later in his article 

as breathing exercises and bodily postures] can be accepted as long as they are deliberately 

placed under the Lordship of Jesus.”
68

 

 

 In 1984, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a Letter to the bishops of the 

Catholic Church on some aspects of Christian meditation.
69

 This is essential reading for anyone 

thinking of drawing on Eastern traditions for their Christian prayer life, for it sketches out the 

areas in which Eastern practices, if not interpreted correctly in the light of Christian doctrine, 

can lead people astray. 

 

 Rule 4. A Christian may not perform any practice with the intention of honouring any other 

spiritual entity (other than appropriate veneration of saints and angels in the context of 

Christian worship) (B), nor give the impression of doing so (G) where this would impede the 

spread of the Gospel. A Christian may not practice or teach a technique which depends on a 

monistic anthropology, or the non-uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the only redeemer of 

humanity (H). It would be best for a Christian to place practices adopted from other religious 

traditions explicitly under the Lordship of Jesus. As stated in Rule 3, we may only honour and 

make use of spirits and spiritual powers which confess Jesus as having come in the flesh as 

Lord. No other spirits or spiritual powers may be exploited or venerated in any way. Obviously 

Satanism and any practice which worships the “goddess” or “Mother Earth” are unacceptable. 

  

                                                 
67

 http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/aromatherapy.htm, checked 26/12/02, from Goodnews 

September 2002. 
68

 Interview with Fr Rufus Pereira in: F. MacNutt, Deliverance from Evil Spirits, 286. 
69

 http://www.ewtn.com/library/CURIA/CDFMED.HTM 
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(e) Concerning the well-being of the human body 
 

 Catholic anthropology takes a holistic view of the human person which regards the body as a 

good and integral part of the human person. True, the body (or flesh) is spiritually fallen, and 

can be a source of temptation (certainly through hormonal influence tempting us to consider 

sexual pleasure, and possibly also through genetic predispositions). But the body is good, is 

destined to be renewed at the General Resurrection, and bodily pleasure, in moderation, is a 

legitimate enjoyment for human beings when experienced as a consequence of pursuing things 

which are good, beautiful or true. It is morally questionable whether sensual pleasure may be 

pursued for its own sake, however.
70

 Gluttony, a sin, harms the body as well as the spirit; and 

wilful damage to one’s own body (mutilation) is also a sin. There is a point of convergence, 

therefore, between Catholic and New Age approaches to a holistic view of the human person. 

We must always remember, however, the point made above about human destiny being union 

with God through the free gift of Jesus – not the “realisation” that one is actually God oneself 

through one’s own exertions. 

 

 There would seem to be no special moral problem, beyond the perennial sensitivity to public 

perception (G), in therapies designed to relax and soothe the human body. Aromatherapy, 

massage, etc., seem legitimate, although vigilance is needed about other practices which the 

therapist might bring in. The UK Evangelical Alliance notes that: “Some [aroma]therapists may 

include elements from other alternative therapies. These could involve spiritual elements which are 

not Christian in origin, eg dowsing (use of a pendulum over the oils) [N.B. note on Principle E], the 

chakras (which originates from tantric yoga), and the laying on of hands for spiritual healing. Find out 

exactly what techniques the therapist uses if you are considering aromatherapy (and any other 

therapy).”
71

 Massage deliberately intended to stimulate sexual pleasure is not appropriate 

except between spouses. 

 

 Osteopathy and chiropractic have a certain scientific plausibility (bodily manipulation might 

arguably stimulate tissue regeneration around nerves) even if the mechanism claimed by 

practitioners is incorrect; osteopathy is the only complementary therapy to have its own state-

recognised regulatory body in the UK.
72

 Western medical practitioners recognise the empirical 

pain-relieving ability of acupuncture, and often use it without buying into the Chinese Taoist 

“yin/yang” concept or belief in “meridian lines” associating acupressure points on the skin 

with internal organs.
73

 Reflexology, however, explicitly relies on associating pressure points on 

the foot with certain parts of the body.
74

 

                                                 
70

 cf. Love and Responsibility, Karol Wojtyla, 36-44. 
71

 http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/aromatherapy.htm, checked 26/12/02. 
72

 http://www.osteopathy.org.uk 
73

 http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/acupuncture.htm 
74

 http://www.reflexology.org/aor/refinfo/healart.htm. One Christian practitioner of reflexology whom I have met has claimed 

that she administers the therapy believing it to work through stimulation of the central nervous system. 

http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/aromatherapy.htm
http://www.osteopathy.org.uk/
http://www.eauk.org/ContentManager/Content/handlewithcare/acupuncture.htm
http://www.reflexology.org/aor/refinfo/healart.htm
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5. A Tree of Discernment 
 
Now, at long last, we are able to distil the foregoing discussion into some more digestible 
principles: 
 

i. Does this practice explicitly invoke the Triune God? 

 YES: (i.a) If so, does it respect the sovereignty of His will by allowing Him to give a “no 

response”? (C) 

  YES: Legitimate, and may glorify God by its efficacy. 

  NO: The sin of attempting to tempt God rather than submitting to His will. 

 

 

ii. Does this practice explicitly, and putatively or actually, have recourse to intelligent spirits? (B,E) 

 YES: (ii.a) Does it fall within the church tradition of legitimate recourse to God’s angels and 

saints? 

  NO: The sin of idolatry, of honouring false gods, which may also open one up to infestation. 

  Both the Sacrament of Reconciliation and ministry of deliverance may be required for healing. 

 

 

iii. Does this practice seek to manipulate any unintelligent “spiritual powers” (or energies) which are 

believed to have an independent existence? (D,E) 

  YES: The sin of sorcery, which may also open one up to infestation. 

  Both the Sacrament of Reconciliation and ministry of deliverance may be required for healing. 

 

 

iv. Is it likely, or at least possible, that the practice, or the method of the individual practitioner, 

covertly has recourse to spirits? (B,E)   

* Remember that covert elements may include e.g. the use of a dowsing pendulum over the 

ingredients used in homeopathy or aromatherapy. 

  YES: Recourse to the practice is unwise; the client may not have done moral wrong if accepting 

the practice in good faith, but may nevertheless become vulnerable to oppression by demons. 

 

 

v. Are there empirical or theoretical grounds which justify belief in the efficacy of the practice? (A,D) 

  NO: The practice is superstitious. 

 

 

vi. Am I being honest and well-grounded if I am promoting or offering a particular technique? (F) 

  NO: Promoting a practice on the grounds of anecdotal evidence only may be a sin against 

truth. 

 

 

vii. Is the practice compatible with Christian teaching about Jesus and the nature of human beings? (H) 

 * Possible counter-indications: suggestions that you “are God”, are already one with God, can 

become or get closer to God purely by virtue of your own exercises; teaching that Jesus is one of 

many “christs”. For this analysis consider only the practice itself, not its “spiritual significance” in 

its culture of origin. 

  NO: Recourse to the practice is a rejection of God’s revelation, and a sin against His Lordship.  

 

 

viii. Will my participation give others a false impression of Christianity, or lead Christians into sin? (G) 

* For this analysis, DO consider the practice’s “spiritual significance” in its local and original 

cultures. 

  YES: Being an obstacle to the faith of others may be a sin against charity. 

 

 

ix. Am I using this practice in a way which is under the Lordship of Christ, and totally trusts Him with 

my future? (I) 

  NO: You may not be sinning, but may be hindering your true spiritual growth. 

  YES: Congratulations! You have successfully discerned and “baptised” a New Age practice. 
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 Can this tree help us to discern all the anecdotal cases we mentioned earlier? 

 

(i) “Spiritual energy systems” we considered in some detail at 4c. Branch iii bids us consider 

whether we are attempting to tame occult powers, iv whether we have any positive evidence of 

efficacy, and v whether there are covert spirits at work. 

 

(ii) The postures in Martial Arts and Yoga may or may not be problematic – I am following up 

further evidence on this issue. Even if there are “safe” ways of participating, however, we must 

still consider the question of evangelisation and public perception (viii). 

  

(iii) The Enneagram and other personality typing systems are likely to find most difficulty at 

stage iv, the test for empirical proof. Some Christian writers against the New Age75 express 

fears about all forms of psychotherapy, especially Jungian methods. I do not think the tests I 

offer here are very relevant to such cases, except inasmuch as vii points to the importance of 

adopting a system compatible with the Catholic vision of the human person. 

 

 The position of the Enneagram is a particularly delicate one. I know Christians involved in 

deliverance who swear by it, and those involved in evangelisation who swear at it. Mitch 

Pacwa’s Catholics and the New Age devotes much ink (pp. 95-124) to establishing how the 

rediscoverers/developers of the Enneagram were serious practitioners of the occult. Assuming 

this is true, it does not automatically taint it as a tool, but I would fully respect any Christian 

who chose not to be involved with it precisely because of this. It is not clear whether the 

technique’s use of a nine-pointed diagram constitutes any form of divination or numerological 

superstition. The Vatican’s concern over the Enneagram seems confined to its application: 

“when used as a means of spiritual growth [the enneagram] introduces an ambiguity in the doctrine 

and the life of the Christian faith”.
76

 So far I have found no evidence that the Enneagram is 

harmful, if used within the proper limits of how a personality development tool should be 

used. Given its tainted roots, however, its widespread advertisement in Christian centres may 

be a countersign against evangelisation. 

 

(iv) Some Eastern Meditation techniques can be used with care, in the light of the Vatican’s 

letter: the key test is vi, the doctrinal compatibility. 

 

(v) Alternative / Complementary Therapies span such a wide variety of techniques that the 

whole tree is needed here. 

                                                 
75

 e.g. Catholics and the New Age,  Mitch Pacwa, Servant Books, p. 41ff. 
76

 JCBWL §1.4 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/documents/rc_pc_interelg_doc_20030203_new-age_en.html#1.4.%20The%20New%20Age%20and%20Catholic%20Faith
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6. Framing a Pastoral Response 
 

 We are now equipped with a tree to help us discern a wide range of New Age and related 

practices, therapies and techniques. Our post-Vatican II church, with its openness to the gifts 

God has given the world through its many cultures and belief systems, does not seek to 

“nanny” Catholics, but we should still be prudent in our use of these gifts. Three different 

concerns arise from the tree above: 

- some practices are morally wrong, and if done in the knowledge of this, are sinful; 

- some practices open a person to harm by oppression or infestation by evil spirits; 

- some practices hinder the mission of the Church to give witness to the Lordship of 

Jesus Christ alone. 

 

(a) Practices under the aegis of the Church 
 

New Age practices may take place in a way which indicates total or partial endorsement by the 

Church. Where Catholic premises are rented by third parties, the endorsement in implicit. 

Where practices are advertised on parish noticeboards or bulletins, endorsement is strongly 

implicit, dependent on the normal level of editorial control exercised there. Where practices 

are offered by clergy or religious, within a Christian retreat house, or in the context of a parish 

group, endorsement is explicit. 

 

 In such cases, the pastor of the parish or rector/religious superior of the retreat house, having 

satisfied him/herself that the practice is safe from both sinful elements and demonic 

influence, must still consider seriously the public witness (which depends on perception rather 

than reality) and also whether the participants are being offered the practice as a stand-alone 

or in the context of a Christocentric spirituality rooted in Catholic tradition? S/He must 

balance the right
77

 of Christians practising acceptable New Age techniques to offer their gift to 

the body of Christ, against the importance of offering those immature in the spiritual life 

“spiritual milk” rather than “meat”.
78

 

 

 A convent offering aromatherapy (available also on the high street) can rightly argue that in 

so doing it is living out an understanding of the unity of the human person, and offering 

loving care in the name of Christ; but is it missing out on an opportunity to invite needy 

clients to turn to Jesus in explicit prayer, which the high street emporium will not be doing? 

                                                 
77

 This right stems from the duty of the laity to exercise the gifts God has entrsuted to them: Vatican II document Apostolicam 

Actuositatem, §3 
78

 I Corinthians 3:2; Hebrews 5:12-13; I Peter 2:2 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651118_apostolicam-actuositatem_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651118_apostolicam-actuositatem_en.html
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(b) Admonitions to potential clients 
 

From time to time – and there will be plenty of appropriate lectionary texts about honouring 

God alone, driving out demons, or witnessing to Christ – the pastor should consider his 

responsibility to preach about the issues raised here. His congregation should certainly be 

introduced to the basic principles of the Tree of Discernment, warned how to avoid sin and 

“evil influence”, and challenged to consider the witness they give. Catechists and those who 

have pastoral care responsibility in Catholic institutions should also visit these themes on 

appropriate occasions. 

 

 

(c) Ministry to actual clients 
 

Such admonitions from the pulpit may provoke those who have already sought New Age 

treatment to the confessional or counselling room. The pastor needs to be aware of the details 

of various New Age practices so he can advise whether sacramental confession, deliverance 

ministry, both, or neither, are appropriate. 

 

 How should the pastor respond to learning that an individual parishioner has sought New Age 

treatment? If the pastor has good reason for concern over the practice or over the individual 

practitioner/therapist consulted, there may be a need to approach the parishioner. Private 

prayer for the protection and conversion of the parishioner is always appropriate. 

 

 

(d) Ministry to parishioner-practitioners 
 

 If a parishioner becomes a New Age practitioner/therapist, especially with a public profile, 

then the pastor has a more serious duty to consider whether he should ask the parishioner to 

consider whether his/her practice is compatible with Christianity. There is also the issue of 

reminding the practitioner of his/her moral responsibility to ensure the truth of claims made 

in advertising or in the treatment “patter”. If the parishioner realises that s/he has been 

operating a sinful practice, what practical and financial support will the parish offer while s/he 

loses her/his livelihood? 
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7. Conclusion 
 

It is not my objective to provide a comprehensive list of legitimate and sinful New Age 

practices, even if such a thing were possible. And it is not possible, since so much depends on 

the individual practitioner. But after a multi-layered consideration of the issues concerned, we 

have been able to develop the “Tree of Discernment” which identifies the relevant issues in 

language which is not too theologically abstruse. 

 

 I hope that this Tree will be able to indicate swiftly where the most problematic concern is 

with any New Age practice or therapy. There may be other forms of New Age activity which do 

not fit into this scheme, because I have not taken them into account in preparing it; but I think 

it will cover most possibilities. I would welcome comment and criticism. 

 

 Most of the web references cited were checked during the last week of December 2002. 

 

Gareth Leyshon, PhD (Wales), MA (Oxon), MInstP. 
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INTRODUCTION

In a wellknown essay entitled Looking for the Barbarians: The Illusions of 
Cultural Universalism, the Polish philosopher Leszek Kołakowski looked 
at the root causes of Europe’s cultural specificity, involving the ability 
to question itself and to move beyond the constraints of its own civili
sation. Among other things, Kołakowski attributed this spiritual vigour 
to the Christian tradition’s unending struggles with the temptation of 
Manichaeism on the one hand, and the opposed temptation of panthe
ism on the other. Taken to an extreme, each might lead to stagnation: 
the former as a result of its contempt for the world of matter and its 
indifference to history and time, the latter through its unquestioning 
affirmation of this world. As Christian thought moved between those 
two poles, Kołakowski argued, it came up with no ultimate solutions, 
but provided us with a measure that steers clear of the false dilemma 
of “optimism” vs. “pessimism,” or the choice between belief in ultimate 
solutions and despair.

[I]t is the tradition of Christian teaching to shield us from both these perils: 
from the wild certainty of our infinite capacity for perfection on the one 
hand and from suicide on the other. […] Christianity said, “The philosopher’s 
stone, the elixir of immortality, these are superstitions of alchemists; nor 
is there a recipe for a society without evil, without sin or conflict; such 
ideals are the aberrations of a mind convinced of its omnipotence, they 
are the fruits of pride.” But to admit all this is not to give way to despair. 
The choice between total perfection and total selfdestruction is not ours; 
cares without end, incompleteness without end, these are our lot [Koła
kowski 1997: 30–31].

There is no telling what course European history might have taken 
had Christianity succumbed to the Manichaean temptation and upset 
this fragile balance, but gnostic dualism is one of those ideological 
currents that have accompanied Christianity since its very beginning, 



10 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

continuing to shape European culture over the centuries [Myszor 1988; 
see Stoyanov 1994].1

The long and complex history of gnostic systems that developed 
within the JudaeoChristian tradition has led to many misconceptions.2 
For centuries, the associative, pictorial language of gnosis and its esoteric 
character have stirred interest, but also produced misrepresentations 
which, as it were, perpetuated the failures of reason, often standing 
helpless before the quasirational logic of things hidden from the unini
tiated. Serious research into the history of gnostic influence began in 
the twentieth century.

It can be traced in various ways and has varying forms: on the one hand, 
the acceptance of its problems and even the retention of gnostic positions 
in Christian theology, on the other hand, a kind of transformation (meta
morphosis) of gnostic ideas and traditions, including their reformulation in 
view of the changed historical and social situation, and finally the more or 
less conscious, sometimes even amateurish, reception of gnostic ideas and 
fragments of systems in modern syncretistictheosophic sects. It is difficult 
to prove continuity in any detail, as the connecting links often are “subter
ranean” channels, or else the relationships are based on reconstructions 
of the history of ideas which have been undertaken especially in the realm 
of the history of philosophy [Rudolph 1983: 368].

As a result, our scholarly understanding of the impact of gnostic 
formations on the history of European culture is fragmentary, focusing 
on individual writers, artistic movements or historical periods, but 

 1 Unless indicated otherwise, quotations cited from Polish sources are translated into 
English by Piotr Szymczak and those from Bulgarian sources are translated into English 
by Marina Ognyanova Simeonova.
 2 In this book, I use the terms “gnosis” and “gnosticism” in the sense adopted at 
the Congress on the Origins of Gnosticism in Messina in 1966. In the interest of termino
logical consistency, the participants in that congress agreed to use the term gnosticism 
in the historical and typological sense to denote the group of gnostic systems of the 2nd 
and 3rd centuries, and gnosis to denote “a knowledge of divine secrets which is reserved to 
an elite.” Gnosticism is characterised by an anticosmic dualism and the idea (expressed here 
in the broadest terms possible) that humans carry a divine spark trapped in the material 
world, which (when excited by a divine messenger) can return to God. The gnosis sought 
in gnosticism is conditioned ontologically, theologically and anthropologically: “Not every 
form of gnosis is a gnosticism; this term only applies to those that contain the notion that 
the spark to be revived and restored to its original condition has a divine nature equal to 
the nature of God; in gnosticism, this gnosis also presupposes a relationship of identity 
and divinity shared by the knower (the gnostic), that which is known (the divine substance 
of the knower’s transcendent self) and the knowing itself (gnosis) […]” [Propozycje 1996: 
6–8], see also Stoyanov 1994: 87–103.
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still no synthesis has been produced other than the various exercises 
in mythmaking made in the interest of various ideologies. The debate 
is taking place at a number of levels, and the wide range of views and 
appraisals represented in that debate indicates that the esoteric tra
dition has been harnessed for a number of purposes. It can be approv
ingly portrayed as the original source of the European Enlightenment, 
[Cegielski 1994] or it can be dismissed as the mother of all conspiracy 
theories. Speaking at the Frankfurt book fair in 1987, Umberto Eco 
unambiguously argued in favour of debunking and demythologising 
this kind of secret knowledge in all its forms. Maria Janion, a Polish 
literary historian, notes:

Eco was deploring the general move away from the GraecoRoman model of 
rationality. To him, nothing was more harmful in this respect than the her
metic and gnostic traditions. Both promoted the belief that the world had 
been created by an evil demiurge, and both held the promise that initiation 
was attainable through higher knowledge. The hermeticgnostic model exists 
to this day, generating two harmful syndromes: the syndrome of mystery, 
and the syndrome of cosmic conspiracy. This modern irrationalism can be 
contained by identifying its ancient roots […]. Eco is opposed to the aura of 
mystery attaching to esoteric conspiracies and secret societies (the Knights 
Templar, the Rosicrucians, etc.), which he does not believe ever existed. 
He finds this troubling because he believes it to be a dangerous falsehood, 
a strange community connecting the Knights Templar and the Elders of 
Zion (which, we might add, is itself a fabrication that Eco creates freely out 
of whole cloth) [Janion 1996: 35].

Those two strategies of reflection on the gnostic tradition’s place 
in European culture appeared to be model examples in that the former 
focuses its field of research on the history of spirituality (with such basic 
questions as the nature of the world and the human condition or the origins 
of good and evil), and the latter invokes history mythologised – a distorted 
remembrance of the past. The former tempts us to explore the meaning of 
neoManichaeism as an alternative to Christian spirituality,3 but also as 

 3 Gnostics are not “aiming at any ideal philosophical knowledge, nor any knowledge 
of an intellectual or theoretical kind, but a knowledge which had at the same time a liber
ating and redeeming effect. The content of this knowledge or understanding is primarily 
religious, in so far as it circles around the background of man, the world and God, but 
also because it rests not upon one’s own investigation but on heavenly mediation. It is 
a knowledge given by a revelation, which has been made available only to the elect who 
are capable of receiving it, and therefore has an esoteric character. […] But not only 
ignorance stands in contrast to the knowledge of the gnostic, so also does faith, since it 
knows nothing concerning itself” [Rudolph 1983: 55–56].
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the source of modern spirituality;4 the latter suggests focusing instead on 
the grand forgeries of the gnostic tradition in European culture. The two 
options are obviously and inescapably interconnected.

In an article entitled “Representing the Past: Reflections on Myth and 
History,” Kirsten Hastrup makes an attempt to come up with a functional 
analysis of myth (representation of history in oral culture) and history 
(myth expressed in a literary culture) to illustrate the dynamic nature of 
their relationship, and to question whether the two should be divided by 
a sharp boundary [Hastrup 1987], seeing as they are both equally legit
imate forms of presenting the past, despite the differences in the mode 
of expressing the relationship between the past and the present. Myth, 
which is based on metaphorical remembrance, embeds the past within 
the present, whereas history, with its use of metonymy, embeds the pres
ent within the past [Hastrup 1987: 263]. Although Hastrup is alive to 
the structural differences between myth and history, she regards the two 
as equals in the art of memory and as carriers of collective identity. All 
new readings of the past should be regarded with a degree of suspicion 
as artificial constructs that follow the rules of mythological thinking, or 
what Kołakowski calls (in reference to history) “these little holy histories 
of ours” [Kołakowski 1997: 247]:

Robbed of all continuity and direction, history would be useless; but our 
culture, in order to exist, must render it useful, must carve out its own iden
tity from its past and assimilate that past, appropriated as a past endowed 
with meaning and continuous identity, so that it resembles the subjective 
past of a human being. Thus, we have reasons for constructing our own 
fabulae mundi […]. From this we may draw a single, modest moral: we must 
always retain and remember the distinction between a fact and the fabula 
that engulfs it; we must not permit that the thought might be abolished and 
swept away in some pointless supreme synthesis; we must, in short, call 
facts and fabulae by their true names [Kołakowski 1997: 247–248].

Studies on the place of gnosis in the history of culture run into two 
problems. The threat of ideological simplification that Rudolph mentions 
is particularly acute in view of the virtually inexhaustible overinterpreta
tions that have been accruing for centuries both to the historical facts and 
to the multilayered narratives that followed them. In this case, Kołakow
ski’s “modest moral” that we should distinguish between fact and fiction 

 4 In her study Inna nowoczesność. Pytania o współczesną formułę duchowości (Another 
Modernity. Questions About a Contemporary Formula for Spirituality), Agata BielikRobson 
[2000] dissects modern spirituality to reveal the forgotten realms of philosophical, reli
gious and gnostic reflection that shaped it.
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produces an image of culture as a domain of chaos, bringing into doubt 
the very possibility of reliable knowledge on the matter. Such fears may 
appear oldfashioned in the context of the postmodernist fascination with 
cultural relativism, which undermines the idea of “hard and fast truths” 
relating to cultural facts; however, they speak to the deeply human need of 
imposing order or structure on the world to score an intellectual victory 
over chaos, no matter how illusory. In this book I am always aware that 
the fluid boundaries of my subject make this treatment particularly prone 
to unreliability; however, I want to attempt to describe a phenomenon 
taking place in Bulgarian culture – on the peripheries of Europe – which 
nonetheless appears to speak volumes not just about Bulgarian culture, 
but also about European cultural discourse as a whole. Although this 
discourse may have a more sophisticated form in the cultural centre, 
it still remains the same prototypical intracultural conflict that gets 
reproduced in its various local variants.

Bulgarian culture – a culture that is close at hand and distant at 
the same time – is a special case of identity discourse that is torn between 
faith and gnosis. A local form of neoManichaean gnosis developing in 
the Balkans for more than four centuries (tenth to fifteenth century) 
known as Bogomilism was a significant ideological alternative to Byz
antine Christianity, attracting masses of followers. At the height of its 
popularity, the various forms of this particular neoManichaeism spread 
to enormous territories from Asia Minor to Provence. In fact, even those 
geographical boundaries must be treated as merely symbolic. Bogomilism 
ultimately dissolved in the ocean of Orthodox Christianity and Islam under 
Ottoman rule in Bulgaria. However, the idea of the movement became 
revived in the late nineteenth century in the context of the modernisa
tion processes of the new Bulgarian state, functioning as an important 
element in the reflection of the country’s intellectual elite on Bulgarian 
religious and cultural identity.

The question arises concerning Bulgaria’s modernisation in that 
period: why did a significant proportion of Bulgarian intelligentsia con
clude that the existing vision of Bulgarian national identity (constructed 
in the nineteenth century based on the myth of SS. Cyril and Methodius) 
was not deemed a sufficient mainstay of that identity? Instead, a series of 
reinterpretations of Bulgarian history were developed (in various ideo
logical stripes) to portray Bogomilism, a movement hostile to Orthodox 
Christianity, in a positive light. Regardless of their ideological differences, 
those reappraisals clashed with the constitutive vision of the nation’s 
past, producing significant revisions to the selfportrait of Bulgarian 
identity. In this reinvented version, the Bulgarian as a simple, Godfear
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ing man of evangelical virtue faced a new challenge from the figure of 
the Bulgarian as a heretic; those two models have since been locked in 
a rivalry for Bulgarian hearts and minds with changing results. In its 
continuing renegotiations of identity, Bulgarian culture has not resolved 
to jettison any part of its own heritage. Perhaps out of fear of rupturing 
its continuity, it has instead favoured a strategy of creating meaning 
through an ongoing discourse between – to simplify – its “neognostic” 
and “Christian” options. Was that a case of a modern and ideologically 
pluralistic Bulgarian culture using an expediently contrived heretical 
past as a homeopathic antidote in order to alleviate the fears of moderni
sation, or perhaps a case of historically conditioned Bulgarian religious 
uncertainty seeking validation in an increasingly secular world? One 
way or another, ambiguous facts from the past were transformed into 
unambiguous values of modern times,5 combining to form the various 
projects of Bulgarian modernity.

This book is also an attempt to answer the question of the conversation 
between modern Bulgarian culture and Bogomilism, a movement which 
is being continually reclaimed, in changing configurations, for the Bulgar
ian collective memory. Except in the most obvious cases, I refrain from 
calling Bogomilism a “national myth” to avoid a casual pigeonholing of 
a phenomenon related to mentality. Within the Bulgarian cultural dis
course, Bogomilism can be treated as a historical phenomenon (variously 
cherished, deplored or misrepresented for ideological purposes), or as 
an ahistorical, quasireligious formation, freely and unceremoniously 
revitalised and reinvented starting in the second half of the nineteenth 
century onwards. Either way, Bogomilism remains present in Bulgarian 
thinking about the nation’s history and future: in some cases as a subject 
for reflection about past events, in others as an active paradigm providing 
insights into future developments. In my mind, to place Bogomilism on 
the list of mythologems would be an act of symbolic violence, a deliberately 
demythologising or debunking approach that interferes with the space 
of the culture under discussion.

It appears that one convenient term, if a controversial one, appli
cable in this context would be the concept of a lieu de memoire or “site 
of memory,” introduced in the 1970s by the French scholar Pierre Nora 
[see Nora 1978, 1984; English translation of the latter: Nora 1989]. Given 
the term’s ambiguity, some disambiguation is in order. Because Nora 
offered no systematic interpretation of the term (which he based on 
Frances A. Yates’s locus memoriae), I use it in the sense defined by Andrzej 

 5 On transformations of tradition see Szacki 1971: 275.
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Szpociński, an interpreter of Nora’s ideas in Poland, who proposed treat
ing lieux de memoire as

proper names of objectivised cultural products, names of historical events, 
and names of heroes representing ideas regarded as relevant by members 
of a given group. It does not matter whether or not such events actually 
happened, or whether or not the venerated heroes are historical persons or 
figures of legend. The decisive thing is that members of the group consider 
them to be carriers of important views or values [Szpociński 1987: 18].

Thus, it is immaterial whether a given lieu de memoire denotes anything 
in the real world, or belongs to the world of the imagination. What matters 
is that it is a component of collective mentality, and as such it remains 
a “depositary of culture” (a term used by Szpociński in a different article) 
[Szpociński 2003: 22]. Some light on this understanding of the term lieu 
de memoire is thrown by Francis A. Yates’s The Art of Memory [see Yates 
1966], a book which held a great fascination for Nora. It is a reconstruction 
of the mnemonic techniques known since classical antiquity, with a special 
focus on the Renaissance. In Yates’ terminology, a locus memoriae is a literal, 
specific place appearing as a segment in any system of artificial memory 
constructed by a person (such as The Field in Giordano Bruno’s graphic 
models or a cornice in the Theatre of Memory of Claudio Camillo). The role 
of a locus is to store information that can be activated when inspected by 
the user of the mnemonic system. This remarkable characteristic of mne
monic techniques, known already in classical antiquity, involves the ability 
to connect information to arbitrary spatial ideations, a process of effective 
retrieval from memory of items which would otherwise be forgotten. In 
other words, it was a form of mental activity designed to play an auxiliary 
role by remedying the shortcomings and abuses of natural memory [see 
Ricoeur 2004]. Nora uses the concept of lieux de memoire in a different 
historical and social context, focusing on egalitarian communities rather 
than on magi steeped in esoteric knowledge, but in doing so he brings to 
light an important aspect of collective memory educated in the process of 
socialisation,6 namely its artificiality. In this context, it seems particularly 
relevant to note Szpociński’s comment that

Nora proposes a method of studying the past by describing the process 
through which lieux de memoire become constituted, and in doing so he 
tries, more than [Panofsky in art – G.S.G.] to, as it were, catch history red

 6 The importance of modern educational systems as a nationmaking factor was 
noted by Ernest Gellner in Nations and Nationalism [Gellner 1983: 18–75]; see also 
Anderson 1991.
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handed, and capture the emergence of meanings and mental categories. 
Compared to Panofsky, this is a dynamic version of the history of mentality 
[Szpociński 1987: 22–23].

The aim of this study is to capture the process through which Bogom
ilism was constituted as a particular kind of lieu de memoire that keeps 
changing its location in the mnemonic system of modern Bulgarian culture. 
Given its amorphousness, this particular repository of culture becomes 
flexible raw material shaped by missionaries and reformers of various 
stripes. On their own initiative, Bogomilism can get consigned to oblivion, 
or emerge on the peripheries of the mnemonic system, or indeed move 
towards the centre. In each case this is made possible by the shortcom
ings of human natural memory [Ricoeur 2004] and the mechanisms of 
common sense thinking [see Hołówka 1986].

Bogomilism – the Basic Narrative
Bogomilism as a historical phenomenon studied by mediaevalists remains 
outside the scope of this book.7 Although I refrain from asking questions 
about “the real facts of the matter,” relying instead on the expertise of spe
cialists on the subject, I nevertheless try to reconstruct, for the purposes of 
this book, a kind of basic narrative of Bogomilism, intended to function as 
an accepted body of historical facts serving as a reference point for subse
quent ideologically informed fictionalisations. I do this in full awareness of 
the fact that the basic narrative of Bogomilism which follows is itself a “little 
holy history” of my own: a prejudice (in Gadamer’s sense) that shapes my 
point of departure as an interpreter of the events.

Two books in Bulgarian, recognised as the fundamental sources of 
knowledge about Bogomilism, inform my basic narrative: Yordan Ivan
ov’s anthology Богомилски книги и легенди (Bogomil Books and Legends 
[Иванов 1925]), and the seminal work by the Marxist writer Dimitar Ange
lov, Богомилството в България (Bogomilism in Bulgaria [Ангелов 1969]), 
a book whose first edition was marred by vulgar sociologism, amended in 
the 1993 edition [Ангелов 1993]. Those two books form the basic canon 
of knowledge about Bogomilism, available to any educated Bulgarian.8 

 7 Compared to its first edition [Гечева 1997], the number of entries in the scholarly 
bibliography of Bogomilism grew by a third in the second revised edition [Гечева 2007] 
to reach a total of 3,500.
 8 Now this set of texts has been joined by Dmitri Obolensky’s The Bogomils. A Study in 
Balkan Neo-Manichaeism, a 1948 book [Obolensky 1948, latest edition Obolensky 2004] 
which remained unpublished in Bulgarian until 1998 [Оболенски 1998].
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They will serve as a reference point for my examination of the phantasms 
of the Bulgarian mythmakers who defined the place of Bogomilism in 
Bulgarian history using the conceptual framework of nineteenth and 
twentiethcentury ideas.

* * *
The emergence of the Bogomils in the tenth century was a profound 
shock to the Bulgarian state, recently Christianised in 866 and still 
contending with its pagan tradition. Pride in the evident achievements 
of Bulgarian culture’s waning “golden age”9 must have been clouded by 
serious doubt among the educated classes concerning the spiritual evo
lution of the growing masses of followers of the new doctrine, preached 
by itinerant preachers who were prepared to die for what they claimed 
was their vision of Christianity. From the beginning, the emergence of 
the Bogomil movement was associated with the name of Priest Bogomil, 
the founder of that folk form of neognosis. Presbyter Cosmas, author of 
Sermon Against the Heretics (our richest source of information to date 
about the Bulgarian Bogomils in the first Bulgarian state) portrays 
Bogomil as the first Bulgarian heresiarch:

It happened that during the reign of the orthodox Tsar Peter, there appeared 
in the Bulgarian lands a priest named Pop Bogomil [Dear to God], although 
it would be better to call him Bogunemil [Detested by God], who first began 
to preach heresy there [Презвитер Козма 1982: 30–31].

We have no biographical details concerning Priest Bogomil. We only 
know that he was a member of the lower clergy (the most numerous group 
of clergy in the Church), a group which maintained a close relationship 
with the common people. His teaching focused on the southwestern 
borderlands of the Bulgarian state in what is today Macedonia, with 
its main centre near the Babuna mountain (where the Bogomils were 
locally referred to as babunas). According to legend, Bogomil was buried 
in the area in Bogomila, a village named after him.10

Although the emergence of Bogomilism is associated with that 
particular folk preacher, who was clearly a charismatic individual, 

 9 The Bulgarian golden age in Bulgarian historiography coincides with the rule of Tsar 
Simeon (893–927), when the Bulgarian state was at the height of its economic, political 
and cultural power in the mediaeval period.
 10 According to another version of the legend, Bogomil’s grave is located in the village 
of Kamenitsa in northern Bulgaria; see Ангелов 1969: 151.
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the ground for this Balkan form of neoManichaeism had been prepared 
much earlier. In the eighth century, members of an extreme dualist sect 
known as the Paulicians were resettled to the northern borderlands of 
Byzantium (mainly to Thrace) [see Mango 1980: 100–103; Haussig 1969: 
302–303; Obolensky 2004: 28–59]. Although the Paulicians lived in closed 
communities away from the general population, and did not engage in 
significant proselytising efforts, historians point to earlier Paulician mis
sionary activity in the Balkans. Perhaps the Paulician doctrine became 
assimilated and modified by Bogomil to reconcile it with the Christian 
concept of a benevolent God, but also to explain the pervasive presence 
of evil in the material world, but given the scarcity of our evidence this 
hypothesis must remain conjectural.

The chronology of those events highlights the fact that Paulician 
dualism and Christianity had been taking root in the Balkans long before 
Christianity became the official religion of the Bulgarian state in 866. 
Christianisation was frowned upon both by the Slavic population, which 
was attached to its pagan tradition, and by the protoBulgarian boyars, 
who regarded Christianity as an instrument of Byzantine influence and 
were unwilling to reject the cult of their tribal god Tangra. Another con
jecture gaining ground in recent years [see Barber 2000: 14] is Bernard 
Hamilton’s hypothesis that it was the protoBulgarians who imported to 
the Balkans a moderate form of Eastern dualism known as Zurvanism, 
which they had encountered in their migrations on the outskirts of Persia, 
and which later influenced the emerging Bogomilism [Hamilton 1988]. 
Though unconfirmed, this hypothesis is one more piece of the complex 
ethnic and religious jigsaw puzzle of the first Bulgarian state, which 
remained ethnically divided into the protoBulgarians and the Slavs 
until Tsar Boris embraced Christianity and eliminated the protoBul
garian tribal elite that opposed the new religion. Introduced by force, 
Christianity helped achieve a double purpose: its egalitarian doctrine 
helped to remove the ethnic divisions within the state, and lent extra 
weight to the sacralisation of secular authority, already recognised as 
such by the protoBulgarians [see, among others, Бешевлиев 1981: 
67–83]. However, the spiritual edge of Christianity dulled quickly. Even 
before the EastWest schism of 1054, the standing of Christianity was 
undermined by Tsar Boris’s hesitation between accepting baptism from 
the Western or the Eastern Church, and the fierce rivalry between Latin 
and Byzantine missionaries, an internecine conflict deftly exploited by 
Paulician missionaries [Obolensky 2004: 59–110 (Chapter III)]. The Bul
garian state also had to contend with the nonChristian monotheistic 
religions present in the Bulgarian territories, notably including Judaism 
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and Islam [Obolensky 2004: 68].11 Although we have no reliable data 
about the effects of the proselytising efforts of those two religions, one 
thing seems certain – Bulgaria was a territory of conflicting worldviews, 
with no straightforward relationships of causality linking different 
phenomena, especially as regards spiritual traditions, which change at 
a very slow pace.

According to Bulgarian mediaevalists, Boris’s baptism was at first 
primarily a political act. In declaring a war on paganism, the church found 
itself in a difficult situation. The Greek clergy (only Greek clerics were orig
inally available to Bulgaria’s nascent Christian church) faced problems of 
communication and popular resistance. Christianisation was taking place 
under difficult and complicated conditions, which contributed to the devel
opment of a local form of religious syncretism in Bulgaria (not unlike those 
found in many other parts of Europe). The efforts of those members of clergy 
who spoke Slavic languages had a limited impact in those circumstances. 
Slavicspeaking clergy appeared in Bulgaria with the disciples of SS. Cyril 
and Methodius, leading to the creation of two powerful literary schools in 
Preslav and Ohrid. The influence of the Preslav Literary School, found mainly 
in court circles, did not extend to the general population. The situation was 
somewhat different in Ohrid, but following the death of St. Kliment the local 
missionary activity was likewise significantly reduced. Ironically, the gap 
between the Orthodox Church and the people widened during the rule of 
Tsar Simeon, who had autocephalous ambitions for the Bulgarian church 
and broke from the Patriarchate of Byzantium by making the Archbishop of 
Bulgaria a patriarch in his own right (probably in 918). Boris’s antiByzantine 
policies were aimed at consolidating Bulgarian hegemony in the Balkans, but 
they imitated the Byzantine cultural model, which the general population 
regarded with hostility, a situation which contributed to the widening gap 
between the Church (as the carrier of that culture) and the people. The intro
duction of the Slavic liturgy, which the Greek clergy in Bulgaria opposed, was 
another aspect contributing to the atmosphere of spiralling mistrust and 
downright hatred, strengthening isolationist attitudes [Obolensky 2004: 
70] and possibly preparing the ground for the development of the heresy.

In addition to the Paulicians, another powerful sect present in 
Bulgaria was the Massalians,12 who probably arrived in the Balkans 

 11 However, we know from Tsar Boris’s correspondence with the pope that the pope 
recommended a nonviolent policy in converting believers of other religions; see 
Иванoв 1925: 368.
 12 The Massalians (“those who pray”) did not recognise the authority of the embraced 
individualistic interpretations of the New Testament and believed the Eucharist to be 
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together with the Paulicians. Although both sects abhorred the Christian 
Church, they remained distinct from each other. The Massalians found 
a safe haven in the flourishing monastic movement, gaining access to 
people who were getting away from worldly turmoil to seek God. Given 
the weak levels of assistance from the Church, monasteries became 
a seedbed of heresy.

Another catalyst of religious ferment came from the continuing 
migrations of people displaced by warfare and the shifting balance of 
power and political influence in the Balkan Peninsula. Following Bulgar
ia’s defeat in a war with Byzantium, all of eastern Bulgaria came under 
Byzantine rule in 971. The Cometopuli dynasty established a Western 
Bulgarian Kingdom in Macedonia, which was ultimately defeated by 
Basil II, whose wartime atrocities in 1018 earned him the nickname 
of “Bulgar Slayer.” In 969–989, Byzantine emperors decreed two 
resettlements of new groups of Paulicians from Armenia. Those were 
sent to Thrace, in the area of today’s Plovdiv (during the reign of John 
Tzimiskes) and to Macedonia (during the reign of Basil II), to defend 
the northern borders of Byzantium from attacks by Slavs, to whom 
they unexpectedly defected.

In this context Obolensky’s thesis – that Bogomilism, understood as 
a social movement, can be viewed as a typical mediaeval form of multidi
rectional reaction to current political events – remains valid; as a world
view, it may have been attractive to many people as a kind of compromise 
between two seemingly irreconcilable religious systems.

We are touching here on a certain paradox of Bogomilism, which 
combined the characteristics of an esoteric doctrine (as a form of gnosis) 
with an egalitarian character stemming from its proselytizing outlook 
(since most major missionary religions tend to be egalitarian). Perhaps 
it was this internal dichotomy of Bogomilism as an esoteric doctrine 
reserved for an elite (comprising the socalled “perfect ones”) and as 
a quasireligion open to the masses (referred to as “the faithful”) that 
facilitated the movement’s expansion into Byzantium and Western 
Europe, where followers of dualistic systems were known under a variety 

symbolic (though they took the communion). Their basic doctrine consisted in the belief 
that “in every man from his birth there dwells a demon who cannot be expelled by Bap
tism, but only through prayer,” which they regarded as “the most essential occupation of 
man and the necessary and sufficient condition of salvation,” leading to the bestowing 
of the gift of the Spirit, including prophecy. This state of glory was manifested externally 
through ecstasy. Those unable to attain it had to live an ascetic lifestyle; people who had 
expelled their demons lived a life free of sin. Massalians who became “freed from sin” 
often lived dissolutely; see Obolensky 2004: 49–50.
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of appellations including the patareni in Bosnia,13 and the Cathars and 
Albigensians in southern France and northern Italy [Duvernoy 1976; 
Obolensky 2004: 286–289 (Appendix V); Niel 1967; Runciman 1947]. 
The idea’s migration was probably facilitated by the Crusades, and 
the collapse of the Bulgarian state became the direct trigger of the spread 
of Bogomilism to the Byzantine territories. During the period of Byz
antine rule in Bulgaria, opposition to the occupation came mostly from 
the Paulicians and the Bogomils, also boosting their popular status as 
defenders of the people. This popularity extended to Byzantium itself, as 
attested in two basic sources for the period, Anna Komnena’s The Alexiad 
and Panoplia Dogmatica by Euthymius Zigabenus [see, among others, 
Aнгелов 1969: 37–62].

In the second Bulgarian state, Bogomilism initially experienced 
a second flourishing (thirteenth century), followed by its degeneration 
and gradual disappearance (fourteenth century), in tandem with the gen
eral condition of the state and the historical developments of the period. 
The successful antiByzantine uprising of 1186 created a favourable 
environment for the movement to consolidate its influence. Political 
turmoil and general hostility to the Byzantines caused by charges of 
extortionate taxation, deepseated hatred harboured towards the Greeks 
after the defeat of Bulgaria by Basil II (the “Bulgar Slayer”), and hatred 
of the oppressive Byzantine Church cumulatively favoured the growth 
of the heresy as an alternative worldview. During the reign of Kaloyan, 
the Bogomils and the Paulicians sided with the tsar in his struggle against 
the Latins who, spurred on by Pope Innocent III, launched a crusade 
against the Bulgarian ruler in 1205 for having “allied himself with […] 
enemies of the Cross of Christ” [cited in Obolensky 2004: 231].

In constructing a statewide antiLatin coalition Kaloyan pursued 
a policy of religious tolerance as part of a strategy involving supporting all 
the folk religions that could be relied upon to consolidate the population 
in the struggle. Unsurprisingly, the actions of his successor, the usurper 
Boril, met with hostility from the Bogomils. Before he was deposed by 
the followers of the legitimate successor, Ivan Asen II, Boril managed to 
convene an antiBogomil council in Tarnovo (1211), which anathematised 
the Bogomils and related sects.

 13 The conjecture, formulated in the nineteenth century by Franjo Rački in Bogomili 
a patareni, that the Bosnian patareni had Bogomil roots, though always regarded as 
questionable, has not been disproved. Today, Noel Malcolm is one of the opponents to 
this idea, favouring instead an interpretation of the Bosnian Church as an endemic form 
of Eastern Christianity; see Malcolm 2002: 27–42 (“The Bosnian Church”).
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The Greek records of the council survive in a fourteenth century 
Bulgarian copy,14 forming our sole source of information about thirteenth 
century Bogomilism. The views attributed to the disciples of Priest Bogomil 
in The Tsar Boril Synodic are similar to those contained in the Sermon Against 
the Heretics by Presbyter Cosmas: they rejected the Old Testament and its 
prophets, the institutional Church, traditional prayers (with the exception 
of the Lord’s Prayer), the liturgy, the Eucharist, and the cult of the Cross 
and religious icons. Some of the Bogomil views known from older sources 
reappear in the Synodic in a strongly radicalised form. Obolensky emphasised 
this repeatedly, perhaps in a somewhat partisan fashion, tracing this fact to 
the influence of Byzantine Bogomilism and the Docetism of the Massalians,15 
who according to Obolensky were identified with Bogomilism already in 
the fourteenth century [Obolensky 2004: 213]. At the same time, the Tsar 
Boril Synodic offers evidence of a strong connection between Bogomilism 
and pagan practices, and anathematises all those who engage in magical 
practices. This is an important aspect for our understanding of the Bogomil 
tradition, but we cannot be sure whether Bogomilism adapted pagan cus
toms to its doctrine, or merely formed a tactical alliance with paganism in 
the struggle against the Orthodox Church. Obolensky favoured the latter 
interpretation, however the two do not seem to be mutually exclusive. In 
the case of religious sects, tactical adaptations were key to their survival, 
even if they came at a price of losing their distinctive qualities. The same 
process appears to have been at play in the contact zone between Bogomilism 
and the Massalians. Elements of Massalian doctrine exerted an increasing 
influence on the Bogomils, leading to significant fusion between the two 
heresies in the twelfth century, followed by a complete absorption of 
Massalianism into Bogomilism in the fourteenth century. Before the four
teenth century, one distinctive difference between the two sects (which 
disappeared completely in later centuries) was that the Massalians were 
accused of moral corruption, whereas the Bogomils were known for their 
asceticism. The Bogomil reputation for moral purity was undoubtedly 
regarded as a validation of the doctrine, contributing to their charisma. 
The loss of this puritanical reputation in later centuries hurt the standing of 
Bogomilism, which later became indistinguishable from the rest of society, 
affected as it was by the general moral decay of the fourteenth century. 
Destitute and deprived of pastoral care from the Church in a period when 

 14 The socalled Палаузов препис; see Динеков, Грашева, С. Николова (eds.) 1985: 213.
 15 Docetism is the belief, prevalent among Christian Gnostics, that Christ did not actually 
become man, and therefore did not suffer and was not crucified; see Rudolph 1983: 162; 
Obolensky 2004: 210–211, 238, 242–243.
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scepticism and rationalism were accompanied by an openness towards all 
kinds of extravagant doctrines, extreme asceticism went handinhand with 
extreme immorality [see Obolensky 2004: 264]. Bogomilism, in its turn, 
became too open to external influence and turned into a syncretic religious 
community, losing its internal coherence in the process.

Another source of information about Bogomilism, coming from 
the period when the second Bulgarian state was at the height of its power, 
is the Life of St. Theodosius of Tarnovo, documenting the saint’s struggle 
against heresies including Bogomilism (Massalianism) and Judaism. 
Around the year 1350, Theodosius convened and led a church council in 
Tarnovo. Those facing charges included a number of heresiarchs (such as 
a healer and magus named Theodoret and Theodosius, a monk preach
ing profligacy) as well as followers of Bogomilism named Lazar, Kiril 
and Stefan. As portrayed in the Life, the doctrine contained elements of 
Bogomil dualism combined with Massalian features.

The first document ever to level charges of immorality against members 
of the movement, The Life of St. Theodosius of Tarnovo is an illustration of 
Bogomilism’s final stage after more than four centuries of existence. Its 
later history is lost to the mists of time. Presumably, some of the Bogomils, 
like the Bosnian patareni, converted to Islam; others were absorbed into 
the Paulician sect after the fall of Tarnovo, and eventually converted to 
Catholicism. Others still were probably absorbed into the Orthodox Christian 
majority, perhaps harbouring secret allegiance to the Bogomil doctrine. 
This strategy seems very likely since Bogomils had relied on mimicry from 
the very beginning. Adaptation in the interest of effective proselytising or 
avoiding persecution went hand in hand with Bogomil syncretic tendencies. 
The sect’s openness and its involvement with developments in the world 
(contrary to its doctrine) resulted in an increasing doctrinal eclecticism 
and growing connections with the pagan tradition and the teachings of 
other sects. This syncretism probably contributed to the gradual internal 
disintegration of the sect [Obolensky 2004: 264], whose memory and influ
ence considerably outlived the movement itself. As Kurt Rudolph noted,

the influence [of Bogomilism] was not confined to the Balkans but made itself 
felt East and West words. The Bogomilian writings in Old Church Slavonic16 
still enjoyed great popularity throughout the Middle Ages and strongly influ
enced Old Slavonic popular literature. The songs of the beggars at the door of 
Russian churches still preserved Bogomilian thought patterns. Even stronger 
was the effect in Italy and France where apparently Bogomilian ideas pene

 16 This information must be treated as conjectural since no Bogomil writings have 
survived to the present day.
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trated at the beginning of the eleventh century, which combined with the local 
resistance movements against the official Church and against society. […] This 
“gnosticspiritual heresy” in the eleventh century covered the whole of north
ern Italy and France and became the expression of a changed understanding 
of Christianity and Church. It found its most strongly marked expression in 
the Catharists, i.e. the “pure” or Albigensians […]. This “neoManichaean church” 
could be subdued only by the harsh action of the Inquisition (which was brought 
into existence in this connection) and by proper crusades. Its aftereffects 
were still felt for a long time in other later “heresies.” The Catholic Church 
itself could only overcome this crisis internally by recognising the “orders of 
mendicant friars” which arose in the same period, and which formed part of 
the protest against the hierarchy and against the wealth of the Church. Thus, 
this revival of gnostic religion was of importance for the selfunderstanding 
of the Christian Church [Rudolph 1983: 375–376].

Reflection on the place of Bogomilism in European culture takes place 
within the broader context of a debate taking place outside of Bulgaria 
regarding the related movement of the Cathars. In his book La Religion 
des Cathares, Jean Duvernoy argues that the Cathars, though regarded 
as heretics from the viewpoint of Church orthodoxy, should in fact be 
rehabilitated as “true Christianity”:

Called “Christians,” “true Christians,” or “good Christians,” the Cathars based their 
religion on the Revelation and on the Bible in which it is recorded, to the exclusion 
of all foreign Revelation. In this respect, it is particularly improper to speak of 
them as Manichaean or neoManichaean. Christianity, Manicheism and Islam 
have grafted on the stem of Judaism one Envoy and one Book. In this respect, 
the Cathars are nothing but Christians: their Envoy, saviour and the author of 
their Revelation is Christ, their Book – the New Testament [Duvernoy 1976: 27].

Duvernoy’s argument, which treats the Christian and gnostic par
adigms as identical, appears to sit comfortably within the postmodern 
current of reflection which relies on paraphrase as a substitute for actual 
dialogue between different worldviews. This kind of typological abuse 
is also often found in Bulgarian texts, particularly texts by writers who 
have a limited interest in the subtleties of the history of spirituality, and 
treat Bogomilism as a tool for their own purposes.

Bogomil Cosmogony
In the Sermon Against Heretics, Presbyter Cosmas mentions the name 
of Priest Bogomil only once, in a passage referring to his disciples as 
heretics. The historically accepted name of “Bogomils” first appears in 
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a letter by a Byzantine monk named Euthymius in the middle of the elev
enth century. The name reappears early in the twelfth century in a work 
by the Byzantine theologian Euthymius Zigabenus, who used the name 
“Bogomils” in the title of a book in his Panoplia Dogmatica [Obolensky 
2004: 122]. This may suggest that the appellation had become current 
by the turn of the tenth and eleventh centuries.

Our main sources of knowledge about the Bulgarian Bogomils include 
the Sermon Against the Heretics by Presbyter Cosmas (ca. 969) and the Tsar 
Boril Synodic (1211). The two sources indicate that Priest Bogomil was 
active during the reign of Tsar Peter (927–969). Cosmas uses firsthand 
experience of direct dealings with Bogomils to illustrate their methods:

On the surface, those heretics are like sheep: meek, humble and silent. 
They have pale faces from their hypocritical fasting. They say nothing, 
they do not laugh out loud, they show no excessive curiosity and they 
avoid other people’s gaze. Ostensibly, they behave so as not to stand out 
from the orthodox Christians, but inwardly they are actually wolves and 
predators, as God said.

Seeing this great and special humility, and thinking they are orthodox 
and able to advise about salvation, people approach them and inquire how 
to save their souls. Аnd they, in the likeness of a wolf who wants to kidnap 
a lamb, first pretend to sigh and humbly answer, and when they preach, 
they present themselves as if they are in heaven. Whenever they see a sim
ple and unschooled man, there they sow the weeds of their teaching, blas
pheming the ordinances given to the holy churches [Презвитер Козма 
1982: 31].

Aside from the criticism, Cosmas also includes a detailed description of 
Bogomil cosmology, containing as a key piece of dogma the argument that 
the material world was created by the devil, who was God’s younger son:17

Having heard what our Lord says in the Gospel in the parable of the two 
sons, they claim that Christ is the elder and think that the younger, who 
deceived his father, is the Devil; they call the latter Mammon and assert that 
he is the creator and author of earthly things (and think) that he ordered 
people to marry, eat meat and drink wine [Презвитер Козма 1982: 45].

According to mediaevalists, the key difference between the Bogomil 
and Paulician cosmologies consists in the subordination of the builder of 
the visible world to the one God. The Paulicians argued that good and evil 
were equal in origin and potency, which makes their system a de facto 
polytheism. By contrast, Bogomil dualism involved rejecting the idea 

 17 In other apocrypha, he is God’s elder son; see Naumow 1976: 60.



26 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

that God and his creation were one by introducing an intermediary 
endowed with creative power between the two as the actual creator 
of the material world. In this sense, Bogomil dualism can be described 
as moderate; in the tenth century, there were still internal differences 
of opinion on the subject, a point that Presbyter Cosmas notes with 
scorn. Instead, Cosmas mainly highlights those elements of the Bogomil 
doctrine that relate to moral purity and evangelical lifestyle. Bogomil 
doctrine was based on the New Testament, primarily the four Gospels 
and the Acts of the Apostles. The Bogomils rejected the Old Testament 
as the work of Satan.

Bogomil ethics were predicated on cosmological dualism [Obolen
sky 2004: 109; Ангелов 1969: 166–206; Иванов 1925: 24–33]. Since 
the material world is the work of an evil demiurge, a soul wishing to 
become united with God must avoid all contact with matter, particularly 
the human body, which is Satan’s most potent instrument of power over 
men. For this reason, the Bogomils rejected the institution of marriage 
and refrained from consuming meat and wine. It appears that the require
ment of sexual abstinence did not apply equally to all the faithful. Bogomil 
communities consisted of members referred to as “the perfect ones” and 
ordinary believers who were free from, though encouraged to engage 
in, such strict ascetic practices. As a result of their dualistic cosmology, 
Bogomils rejected the Christian understanding of matter as a vessel of 
spiritual grace, worthy of sanctification. Instead, they embraced anti
sacramentalian views and rejected baptism (John the Baptist was 
regarded by the Bogomils as a prophet of Antichrist), the Eucharist, 
the holy Mass, and all symbols and material items of religious cult, such 
as churches, crucifixes or icons.

As moderate dualists, the Bogomils admitted the possibility of an ulti
mate victory of good over evil, however they took from Manichaeism 
an attitude of contempt for the material world (viewed as the work of 
an evil demiurge), and sought redemption through knowledge of man’s 
cosmic and spiritual history. Gained through initiation, such knowledge 
offered release from matter so that the soul (man’s inner divine light) 
could become reunited with the true God. The divine element could be 
freed from the shackles of matter not through sacraments or divine 
grace, but by resisting the laws of the material world, i.e. by thwarting 
the designs of the evil demiurge. This revolt against the bondage of 
matter impelled the Bogomils to embrace extreme asceticism, the aim 
of which, in common with other Gnosticisms, was not sanctification of 
life but a “metaphysical strategy” of standing up to the nature of things 
created by Satanael [Obolensky 2004: 128–129].
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In his essay Przeciw gnostykom (Against the Gnostics), Krzysztof 
Dorosz notes some of the ethical corollaries of dualist thinking:

Those things are good which destroy the world and bring closer the moment 
of release of the divine spark in the human soul. […] The true God’s influence 
does not in any way extend into this world, therefore the world is completely 
devoid of moral substance, and any contracts or dealings with it […] are 
null and void, a matter of pure indifference. […] This means that the more 
we negate and condemn the world – the more we regard it as a domain 
of absolute evil – the more likely we are to invert the poles of good and 
evil in our thoughts and actions […] Perfection gained through struggle 
against an oppressive cosmic system makes gnostics morally immaculate 
[Dorosz 1989b: 203].

In the case of the Bulgarian Bogomils, this sense of moral immacu
lateness, though a constitutive element of their selfportrayal, could not 
have been the only reason for the great moral authority they enjoyed 
among the people:

In contrast to the intellectual and moral decadence of the clergy, who only too 
often left the flock without adequate support or instruction, the Bogomils, 
owing to their saintly appearance, intimate knowledge of the Gospel, strict 
asceticism, ardent proselytism and courage in persecution, must have 
appeared to many Bulgarians as the bearers of true Christianity. Their 
clever simulation of Orthodoxy, which considerably facilitated their task 
of avoiding detection, was both a powerful weapon of proselytism and 
a protection against systematic persecution [Obolensky 2004: 141].

The halo of martyrdom and sainthood surrounding the persecuted 
Bogomils as early as the tenth century proved to be a longlasting attribute 
and emblem of the movement, contributing to the emergence of a typo
logically spurious portrayal of the Bogomils as the true Christians. As 
Obolensky notes, the clergy played a part in this process: some members 
of clergy overlooked the significant differences between dualistic gnosis 
and religion, and became attracted to Bogomilism with its easy answers 
about the mystery of evil in this world, which were perfectly attuned to 
the period’s spiritual anxieties [Obolensky 2004: 103].

The Bogomil tactic of using nothing but the Gospel in support of 
their interpretations made their arguments convincing, coming across as 
a rationalised version of Christianity. In fact, however, the Bogomils had 
other books as well, which were presumably kept secret from Christians, 
and therefore remained hidden (occulte). Such writings were only avail
able to an elite worthy of initiation. We do not know the nature of those 
books, or how many of them there were. The only surviving example is 
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The Secret Book, preserved in two Latin copies: one, made in the fourteenth 
century, was discovered in the archives of the Inquisition in Carcassonne, 
the other – known as the “Vienna” manuscript – was found in the twelfth 
century Vienna Codex [Ангелов 1985: 209; Петканова (ed.) 1981: 399]. 
Both manuscripts were published relatively quickly. The untitled Car
cassonne text was published by the Dominican friar F. Benoist as Faux 
Evangile (1691), and was renamed by a later publisher as Liber Sancti 
Johannis (1832), a title which became accepted in scholarship.

The Secret Book, also known variously as the Gospel of John, the Apoc
ryphon of John or the Gospel of PseudoJohn, was removed to Lombardy, 
presumably from Bulgaria, in the second half of the twelfth century by 
a Bogomil bishop named Nazarius. Its time of composition is unknown, 
but its Bogomil provenance is accepted by most scholars. Written as 
a conversation between St. John and Christ, the book is essentially 
a presentation of Bogomil cosmology. It portrays the material world as 
a kind of compromise between the ultimately optimistic eschatology of 
Christianity and the pessimism of the extreme Manichaeists.

Bogomilism accepted the existence of one eternal God, whose eldest 
son Satanael rebelled against his father. This rebellion resulted in a cos
mic catastrophe that destroyed the original unity of the one God and 
ruler of the universe. Although as a system Bogomilism remained closely 
tied to the folk imagination, and steered clear of sophisticated gnostic 
speculations about the Pleromia and its divine emanations,18 this fateful 
family feud can be interpreted as the process through which evil became 
separated from the eternal power or the invisible Father. In a world of 
perfect unity portrayed in The Secret Book, the highest Trinity originally 
comprises three persons: God the Father, Christ and Satanael, ruler of 
all heavenly virtues. Already at this point Satanael has the attributes 
of a creator, playing the role of the demiurge, a kind of intermediary 
between the world of chaos (the abyss) and the cosmos, which he models 
on a certain order – in the Father’s likeness.

I [Christ – G.S.G.] sat at the side of my Father, and satan was the builder of all 
things, and made everything in His likeness. He descended from the heavens 
to the abyss, and rose from the abyss to the throne of the invisible Father 
[Тайна книга 1981: 289].

 18 In the teachings of gnostics coming from the tradition of Egyptian hermeticism, 
pleroma meant fullness, the original being. The collapse of the lowest eon of sophia, caused 
by its uncontrolled striving for the unknown father of the pleroma, gave rise to the world 
as the resulting “ignorance” or “error” led to the emergence of the world’s material sub
stance, which trapped the sparks of spiritual light. See, among others, Rudolph 1983: 321.
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A creative being, God’s firstborn son is thus seduced by his own 
creative power. His desire to match his Father’s glory expresses itself 
through a plan to build his seat above the clouds. The beginning of a new 
act of creation is portrayed in the form of Satanael’s descent to the fires 
of Gehinnom prepared for him:

After descending into the heavens he commanded the angel who ruled over 
it: Open the airy gates for me! And the angel opened the air for him. On his 
way down he saw the angel of the waters, and said to him: Open the watery 
gates to me, and the angel opened them. Down he went, until he came to 
the watercovered earth, and when he descended beneath the ground he 
saw two fish yoked together like a team of ploughing oxen; by the invisi
ble Father’s command they were supporting the earth on the east and on 
the west. Lower down he saw pregnant clouds supporting the sea, and below 
those a hell prepared for him, which was the fiery Gehinnom. He could go 
no further because of the heat of the flames, and he turned back angrily 
[Тайна книга 1981: 289].

This portrayal of Satan’s wanderings indicates that the creation of 
the world could not be an act of creation ex nihilo, but rather a reorder
ing of the world according to a new set of rules. In order for a new act of 
creation to take place, the Father’s new consent had to be given. Having 
beguiled one third of the angels (including some from the fifth heaven), 
and having lost his divine attributes, Satan lost his potency because he 
and his companions could find no peace, a necessary requirement for 
creation. Separated from God the Father, evil personified turns out to 
be impotent without the Father’s support – which He grants out of pity:

[…] his light was taken away from him, and his face took on the colour of 
burning iron, and became like the face of a man. His tail had swept a third 
of the heavenly hosts behind him, and then he was expelled from the divine 
house, and his power in heaven was taken away from him. But when he 
descended here to the heavens, finding no peace for himself or for those 
who were with him, he implored the Father, saying: Have patience with 
me, o Lord, and I will return all those things to you. And God the Father 
took pity on him, and gave peace to him and those who were with him, and 
allowed him to do what he liked for a space of seven days [Тайна книга 
1981: 290].

The Secret Book initially portrayed the creation of the world by Satan 
as a modification of the order imposed by the Father:

Satan sat on the welkin, and told the angel of the air and the angel of 
the waters to lift up the earth, which was submerged in water, and the earth 
dried up. Then he took the wreath of the angel of the waters, and used one 
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half to make the light of the moon, and the other half to make the light of 
the stars, and he used the gems from the angel’s crown to make the heav
enly lights and constellations. And when he divided his heavenly hosts 
according to the order imposed by the Highest Lord, he created thunder, 
and rain, and hail and snow, and gave authority over it to his servants. And 
he commanded the earth to produce all the flying creatures, amphibians, 
trees and grasses, and he commanded the sea to produce fishes and birds 
of the heavens [Тайна книга 1981: 290].

The creation of living people was a crowning act in this demonic 
work, a devious plan to trap angelic souls in matter. In Bogomil anthro
pology, man is a dualistic creature. The human body is created out of clay 
in Satan’s likeness, but the soul, which contains the glory of the fallen 
angels, belongs to God:

Then he devised to create man in his likeness, to be his servant. So he told 
an angel of the third heaven to enter a body made out of clay, and he took 
a part of that body, and made another, with a female form, and he told 
an angel of the second heaven to enter the woman’s body. When they saw 
that they had taken on a mortal coil and were of different kinds, the angels 
cried. Satan told them to unite their clay bodies, and they had intercourse, 
not knowing that they were committing a sin. And the maker of all evil 
devised to make a paradise and placed the people in it. Finally, he planted 
reeds in the middle of paradise, and out of his own spit he created a serpent, 
and told the serpent to hide among the reeds […], to hide his deceitful wiles 
from them. And he approached them, saying: Of every fruitbearing tree of 
paradise you may freely eat, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you may not eat. And he entered the serpent, and beguiled the angel who 
had the female form, and the brother of that angel satisfied his sinful lust, 
and coupled with Eve to the sound of the serpent’s hissing. This is why those 
who follow the lustful desires of their father the devil are called the devil’s 
seed and the devil’s offspring, and so it will remain for ever and ever. For 
the devil put his own venom and lust into the angel who was in Adam, and 
the devil’s seed and the devil’s offspring will continue to propagate for ever 
and ever [Тайна книга 1981: 290–291].

In a world created by the demonic demiurge, the satanic pride and 
desire that led to the cosmic catastrophe now serves to consolidate 
the demiurge’s earthly rule. God the Father has foreseen its end: the rule 
would last no more than seven days, equivalent to seven centuries. In 
the Bogomil doctrine, the coming of the Final Judgement is connected 
with the coming of Christ. Jesus, who is a divine spirit, an angel and God’s 
younger son, is an emissary who will teach mankind and liberate it from 
the shackles of matter. He descends from the seventh heaven and takes 
on a human form, passing through the ear of an angel named Maria. 
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Then he teaches people how to become united with God, baptises them 
in the Holy Spirit, his disciples live an ascetic lifestyle and say the Lord’s 
Prayer, thus swelling the members of the perfect elite. The Final Judge
ment will come when the total number of the perfect ones has equalled 
the number of the fallen angels. Jesus will sit in judgement, judging people 
“according to the faith he preached.” The sinners will be condemned to 
eternal damnation along with Satan:

After imprisoning the devil, shackled in unbreakable chains, the son of God 
and his elect will walk on the firmament of the heavens, and the sinners will 
cry and moan, saying: Swallow us up, oh earth, for we wish to die! [Тайна 
книга 1981: 294].

When that happens, Jesus will lead the elect out of the crowd of sin
ners and take them to the seventh heaven, where they will have a share 
in the glory of the angels:

And then the Son of God will sit at the right hand of the Father, and the High
est Father will rule over the angels and the just, who will join the heavenly 
choirs, and he will clothe them in everlasting robes, and crown them with 
everfresh wreaths, and give them thrones that do not die but last for ever, 
and he will be with them. And they will not suffer from hunger or thirst, 
or from the heat of the sun. God will wipe away all tears from their eyes, 
and the Son of God and his Father will reign for ever and ever [Тайна книга 
1981: 294].

In the light of research to date, Bogomilism appears to have been 
a form of gnosis offering selfredemption through adherence to certain 
ascetic rules. One of those was prayer, a tool for making contact with God 
trapped within man. The Lord’s Prayer was the only prayer recognised 
by the Bogomils. Based on an analysis of the text of that prayer surviving 
in Cathar copies, Ivanov pointed out two notable facts. He demonstrated 
that the text follows the Orthodox Christian wording of St. Matthew’s 
Gospel, a finding which corroborates the thesis that the Albigensian 
and Cathar doctrines had an Eastern provenance, and confirms that 
the Bogomils regarded bread as a form of spiritual, supernatural food 
[Иванов 1925: 112]. They said the Lord’s Prayer several times per day and 
at night, and they used it in their rituals – spiritual baptism, in times of 
illness, and at the hour of death. A thirteenth century Cathar Prayerbook 
in the Provencal language found in Provence arguably offers additional 
insight into Bogomil prayer practices (it is assumed that the Cathar 
Prayerbook was modelled on an earlier Bogomil prayerbook, now lost). 
It comprises five parts: Confession of Sins, Confession of Faith, Spiritual 
Baptism of a Perfect Bogomil, Occasional Prayers, and Spiritual Baptism 
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in Illness. The first part of the prayerbook is particularly notable because 
it throws considerable light on Bogomil values. In the formula used 
for the confession of sins, all sins seem to be regarded as coming from 
the soul’s acquiescence in bodily desires:

For our sins are many with which we offend God day and night, with word 
and deed, consciously and unconsciously, primarily with our will, which 
evil spirits close in the body in which we are clothed. Bless us and have 
mercy on us!

And in addition, despite the fact that the Word of God and the holy 
apostles teach us, and our spiritual brothers give us guidance to reject all 
desires of the body and all uncleanness, fulfilling the will of God by making 
a perfect good, in spite of all this, we, as negligent servants, not just do not 
obey, duly, God’s will, but often we indulge in carnal whims and earthly 
concerns to such an extent that we harm our souls. Please, show kindness 
and mercy to us! [Иванов 1925: 119].

The list only contains cardinal sins, which are violations of the rules 
of ascetic practice (including fasting and prayer, avoidance of contacts 
with the world, and avoidance of vain worldly conversation). The Bogomil 
examination of conscience recognises only one sin against another human 
being, namely the reviling of others, which should be avoided by every 
“good Christian,” as they called themselves.

The Bogomil homo ethicus must always frustrate the urges of the body – 
regarded as a potential source of sin and a prison to be escaped. In the light 
of the apocryphal texts, however, ultimate liberation can only happen when 
Christ joins forces with the perfect ones in the struggle against Satan.

There are no reliable data about the form of Bulgarian spirituality 
produced by the four centuries of rivalry between Christianity and 
Bogomilism. The fate of the Bogomils and the effects of their proselytising 
mission in the period of Ottoman rule are lost to time. Scholars assume 
that the Bogomils ceased to exist as a cohesive community in the fifteenth 
century. Without engaging in undue speculation, it is probably quite likely 
that the Bogomils, guided as they were by the principle of mimicry, mostly 
blended with the Christian community, perhaps retaining a memory of 
their own doctrines. Evidence for this claim comes in the form of elements 
of Bogomil dualism found in Bulgarian folklore and the written tradition, 
primarily the Damaskini (collections of sermons, didactic texts and reli
gious stories named after the Greek bishop Damaskinos Stoudites) and 
miscellanea in circulation until the middle of the nineteenth century, also 
featuring apocryphal texts known in these territories since the Byzantine 
times. The most popular texts included moralising apocrypha containing 
vivid descriptions of the tortures suffered by sinners after death: Ходене 
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на Богородица по мъките (The Wanderings of the Mother of God Amid 
the Torments), the apocryphon Видение на светия апостол Павел, 
който бе възнесен от ангела на третото небе (The Vision of St. Paul 
the Apostle Taken by an Angel to the Third Heaven) and Eпистолия за 
неделя (The Epistle of Sunday), a socalled “letter from heaven” imported 
to Bulgaria in the tenth–eleventh centuries [ПеткановаТотева 1965: 
120–128].19 Other texts that retained their impact include Old Testament 
apocrypha (sic) believed to be of Bogomil provenance entitled Открови-
ние Барухово, and Слово за Адам и Ева, and the apocryphon Разумник 
touching on both the Testaments. Dualistic elements in folklore include 
a number of legends recorded in the nineteenth century and published by 
Ivanov in Богомилски книги и легенди, including: Бог и дяволът създа-
ват другарски света, после враждуват помежду си (God and the Devil 
Create the World Together, and Then Become Enemies), Бог и дяволът 
сътрудничат при направата на земята (God and the Devil Work Together 
to Create the World), Сътрудничество и вражда между бога и дявола 
при създаването на света (Cooperation and Enmity Between God and 
the Devil as They Create the World), Адамов запис (Adam’s Testament) 
[Иванов 1925: 327–382].

The controversial problem of the provenance of the dualistic motifs 
in Bulgarian folklore has not been convincingly resolved. Yordan Ivanov 
argued that gnostic dualistic ideas were not found in Slavic and pro
toBulgarian myths, and therefore could not have influenced Christian 
apocryphal writings, a surmise that has not been disproved [Иванов 1925: 
361–382]. Hamilton’s idea of the Iranian (Zurvanist) roots of Bulgarian 
dualism, possibly imported to the area by the protoBulgarians, still needs 
more research. Given the scarcity of the source material, a conclusive 
and plausible explanation of the provenance of Balkan dualism may be 
long in coming. Another challenge to modern anthropology of culture 
is the underresearched problem of the influence of the dualist motifs 
on Bulgarian mentality, given that folklore (and Church writings) were 
the only areas of culture available to the population until the middle of 
the nineteenth century.

The disproportionate imbalance between the scarce attested facts 
and the ample fictions they engendered inspired me to examine those 
aspects that lend themselves to scholarly investigation because they are 
documented in nineteenth and twentieth century texts of high and pop
ular culture. Bulgarian attitudes towards their own heretical tradition 
(forgotten over the centuries, and revived in the nineteenth century) 

 19 For more information on the subject, see Wrocławski 1991.
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are one such aspect. I only rely on texts containing direct and primary 
references to Bogomilism. My selection of source material is not guided 
by considerations of genre, since my primary interest was the persuasive 
function that consolidates all those texts: a function that was variously 
understood, achieved with various tools, and related to various levels 
of social reception. In the case of reflection on historiographic texts this 
produced a certain technical difficulty: to me, historiographic writings 
were sometimes an important reference work offering current knowl
edge on the subject of Bogomilism (which is often difficult to verify); 
at other times they were the object of my study, treated as evidence of 
the cultural outlook of their authors. To some degree, I was helped in this 
methodological difficulty by modern historiography, which highlights 
the importance of subjectivity on historical texts, dominated as they are 
by the narrative element, where even constatations of fact are acts of 
interpretation [White 1993: 143–160; see also White 1980]. The paucity 
of Bulgarian medieval sources on Bogomilism, and the wealth of the lit
erature on the subject – the dearth of archaeological fact combined with 
an abundance of fictions – validate my approach, which focuses primarily 
on those texts that, given their general nature, were able to reach a wider 
readership to become part of the cultural mentality.

My examination of the meanders and internal contradictions found in 
contemporary Bulgarian thinking on Bogomilism also revealed the strat
egies through which portrayals of heresy get tailored to the ideological 
preferences of their authors. On many occasions the project involved not 
so much identifying the traces of dualism present in their worldviews, 
as revealing the mechanisms through which the historical memory and 
religious outlook of the readers get manipulated in the interest of man
ufacturing ideologically expedient sources of national cultural identity.



1
BOGOMILISM AS A SUBJECT 
OF HISTORICAL NARRATIVES 
(1762–1944)

By introducing contemplation, rationalism and indif
ference, it [Bogomilism – G.S.G.] tempered the heat of 
religious and patriotic feeling, robbing those people 
of the warmth necessary for armed struggle, the kind 
of warmth that engenders fanaticism in religion and 
enthusiasm in patriotism [Grzegorzewski 1883: 77].

This dark doctrine dampened people’s love for their 
homeland, caused divisions in every class of the people, 
and ultimately led to demoralization. When the Turks 
appeared on the peninsula, the oppressed Bogomils 
viewed them as liberators rather than oppressors 
[Иречек 1929: 289].

Problems of Identity
Those two passages emphasising Bogomilism’s negative impact on Bul
garian mentality appeared in writings of two foreign authors who had 
close ties to nineteenth century Bulgaria. The first is a passage from 
an essay published in 1883 by a Polish Orientalist, Jan Grzegorzewski; 
the second comes from a scholarly book by the Czech historian Konstan
tin Jireček.1 Despite the considerable differences of scholarly weight and 

 1 The book was published in 1876 almost at the same time in Czech and German, 
followed by a Russian edition in 1877. It was not translated into Bulgarian until 1886.
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temperament, both passages offer remarkably similar explanations of 
the problem of the Manichaean tradition in relation to Bulgarian reli
gious life and social values. Both writers draw attention to the enduring 
influence of the gnostic worldview on Bulgarian mentality. Their inter
pretations effectively undermine the cultural image of “the Bulgarian” 
as a figure moulded by Orthodox Christianity, as portrayed by Paisius of 
Hilendar, the father of Bulgaria’s national revival writing in the second 
half of the eighteenth century. This difference was probably connected 
to general developments in late nineteenth century historiography; 
however, it is also important to bear in mind that reflection on the past 
tends to bear the mark of current problems. What was it that prompted 
the two writers, who were otherwise so loyal to their assumed country 
and its patriotic narratives,2 to draw such farreaching conclusions from 
meagre evidence? Could the contemporary Bulgarian identity discourse 
have been a factor? By the second half of the nineteenth century, how 
far had that discourse drifted away from its ideological source, Paisius’s 
Slavonic-Bulgarian History (Славянобългарска история, 1762)? Paisius’s 
work, which was inspired by patriotic motives (though it was still rooted 
in medieval mentality), is generally recognised as the earliest and most 
important symptom of the burgeoning cultural needs of the collective 
which in the nineteenth century would solidify into a modern nation. 
Although at the time of its composition it was not the only text of this 
type [Аретов 1995: 5–30], Paisius’s history achieved broad resonance in 
society, and consequently played a crucially influential role in the shaping 
of Bulgarian culture.

Paisius – a monk from the holy Mount Athos – combined the rhetorical 
strategies of a naroden buditel (an awakener of national identity) with 
the strategies of an Orthodox Christian preacher. As a result, the image 
of “the Bulgarian” that he was instrumental in shaping, and which would 
provide the basis for Bulgarian identity discourse in later decades [see 
Еленков, Даскалов (eds.) 1994], was based on the Christian system of 

 2 Both also spent many years in Bulgaria. Following the country’s liberation from 
Ottoman rule, Jireček was an important opinion leader in Bulgaria and was involved in 
creating the structures of the young Bulgarian state, notably as Minister of Education 
(1881–1882) and director of the National Library (1884). Grzegorzewski had been con
nected with the Balkans since the RussianTurkish war (1877–1878). As a correspondent of 
Le Figaro and of the Lwówbased Gazeta Narodowa, he was already at that time involved in 
a number of public and secret missions in Bulgaria, some of which were related to Poland’s 
independence goals. In 1903–1914 he headed the “Hyacinthaeum” Scholary Station in 
the East, an institution based in Sofia (and Constantinople), and he enjoyed a socialite 
lifestyle in the salons of Sofia; see Reychman 1971; Kaczmarek 2002: 157–176.
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values. The figure Paisius held up as an example was a simple rustic: 
uneducated, but noble in spirit and filled with evangelical virtues, far 
superior not only to nonChristians but also to members of his own 
confessional group.3 In Paisius’s identity project, this figure was imbued 
with patriarchal values which served as a solid foundation to buttress 
the religious and cultural identity of Bulgarians. For Paisius, the roots 
of Bulgarian identity were embedded in the traditions of the mediaeval 
Bulgarian state, fatefully ruptured by the Ottoman invasion: a vision 
where a humble ploughman stood by the side of a brave and kindly tsar 
who protected the Christian faith and the common people, and prop
agated culture [see DąbekWirgowa 1989, 1993]. In constructing this 
image of the past, Paisius relied on a strategy of endorsement for selected 
events, manifesting itself in a reverential attitude for origins – such as 
Christianisation, patriarchy, or the origins of the state. An emphasis on 
historical sources went hand in hand with an emphatic appeal to preserve 
the Bulgarian language and the ancestral traditions.

You unreasonable and foolish men! Why are you ashamed to call your
selves Bulgarians, why do you not read and speak your own language? 
Did the Bulgarians not have their own kingdom and state? So many long 
years did they reign and they were glorious and famed the world over […]. 
Throughout the whole Slavic world, the Bulgarians were the most glorious, 
they were the first to call themselves tsars, the first to have a patriarch, 
the first to be christianized, they conquered the largest domain [Paisy 
Hilendarski 2012: 192].

This myth of the Bulgarians as an “elder nation” was a compensatory 
device; Paisius is divided between sustaining and encouraging the Bul
garians on the one hand, and rebuking them on the other. This internal 
conflict is presumably a reaction to the discrepancy between how Paisius 
imagined the collective consciousness (or lack thereof) of his Bulgarian 
contemporaries, and the model he was proposing. This problem deserves 
to be examined at some length.

Paisius’s History first appeared in print (in an abridged form under 
a changed title) in 1844; the first full edition came out as late as 1885 
in the Polish (sic!) city of Lublin, after Bulgaria regained independence 
[see KorwinSzymanowski 1981]. In the national revival period, the book 
circulated in numerous copies.4 The first manuscript copy was made as 

 3 Paisius’s own sense of resentment from his illtreatment at the hands of Greeks 
probably played a role as well, prompting him to write his work; see DąbekWirgowa 
1998.
 4 More than sixty have been identified to date; see Грашева (ed.) 2003: 33–35.
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early as 1765 thanks to the private generosity of Stoyko Vladislavov, 
a future writer and Bishop of Vratsa, who included a resounding curse in 
the manuscript on any malefactors who might interfere with its circulation:

Whoever adopts or steals it, let him be accursed and damned by God our 
Father Almighty and the 12 apostles and the 318 fathers, and the 4 evan
gelists [cited in Динеков 1959: 17].

The effort and expense involved in distributing the work and ensuring 
its survival indicate the importance of History to its contemporaries. With 
their support, Paisius did not slip into oblivion like many other monastic 
writers, and found readers who perused his book looking for answers to 
their fundamental problems of identity.

Many serious studies have been devoted to the complex phenomenon 
of the emerging Bulgarian modern national identity. Particularly notable in 
this context are the achievements of those Bulgarian historians (including 
historians of literature and culture) who undertook the thorny project 
of debunking the endless myths surrounding the Bulgarian tradition fol
lowing the democratic transition of 1989. Still, as Teresa DąbekWirgowa 
notes, the enormous pressure of the heritage from the national revival 
period is so pervasive that even modern scholars are not always capable 
of moving beyond the concepts, values and paradigms which had become 
consolidated in that period [DąbekWirgowa 1997: 95–97]. One such 
particularly enduring element is the ambivalence attached to tradition, 
which tends to shift between the extremes of idolatrous veneration on 
the one hand, and total rejection on the other. Wrapped up in increasingly 
elaborate trappings, endorsements of Bulgarian cultural heritage clash 
with its dramatic disavowals.

In a study entitled “Notes on SelfColonizing Cultures,” Alexander 
Kiosev argues that by simultaneously rebuking Bulgarians and reviving 
the memory of their roots Paisius consolidated the resentment caused 
by the painful experience of Bulgarian otherness, and in doing so he 
inadvertently perpetuated the very trauma he was trying to remove 
[English version: Kiossev n.d.; this is a shortened version of: Кьосев 
1998]. Despite his success in removing the stigma of the Bulgarians as 
a nation without history, and replacing it with the pride of having one, 
the accompanying rebukes and castigations (reflecting the humiliations 
Paisius experienced at Greek hands) became a lasting element in Bul
garian identity discourse.

Maybe the constitutive traumas can not be overcome and they will occur 
over and over again in the form of various historical symptoms – as […] 
a recurrence of the suppressed? [Kiossev n.d.].
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It appears that one particularly valuable contribution to the debate 
on memory and the traumas of collective identity comes from current 
reflection on memory inspired by the discoveries of psychoanalysis. In 
his celebrated article “The Sublime Dissociation of the Past or How to 
Be(come) What One Is No Longer,” Franklin R. Ankersmit [2001] offered 
a new perspective on the familiar European experience of a civilisation 
rejecting an old cultural identity in favour of a new one. As he points out, 
this process usually occurs in the context of trauma because the repression 
of an existing identity is a painful process accompanied by forgetting (as 
dictated by the laws of individual and collective psychology), resulting in 
a de facto loss of the former self. The resulting feeling of profound loss or 
cultural despair comes from the realisation that no return to the former 
identity is possible: “a former identity is irrevocably lost forever and 
superseded by a new historical or cultural identity. Hence, in cases like 
this any reconciliation of a former and a new identity is categorically out of 
the question” [Ankersmit 2001: 302]. At the same time, Ankersmit notes,

The new identity is mainly constituted by the trauma of the loss of the former 
identity – precisely this is its main content […] This sort of trauma is just 
as permanent as the loss of the former identity. In this case, our collective 
identity is the sum of all the scars on our collective soul […], scars that will 
never wholly cure, and that will cause in us a continuous and enduring pain 
[Ankersmit 2001: 302].

Treating Ankersmit’s term of “collective soul” as metaphorical, and 
therefore ambiguous and in need of clarification, I assume that collec
tive identity is conditioned, but not determined, by the experience of 
past traumas, whether hidden and repressed, or consciously cultivated 
through socialisation.

We do not know the nature of the identity of the inhabitants of 
the Eastern Balkans who were repressed and jettisoned in the process 
of modernisation. We can only try to read and interpret that identity, 
hoping to come closer to a relatively plausible model. In fact, a similar 
project was indirectly tackled in the 1980s by the Bulgarian historian 
Nikolai Genchev in Българската култура XV–XIX век (Bulgarian Culture, 
Fifteenth to Nineteenth Centuries). Based on an analysis of the cultural 
changes in Bulgaria following the Ottoman invasion, Genchev concluded 
that the changes were conditioned by three factors with longterm 
consequences: the removal of the pressure of Byzantinism, the loos
ening of ties with the community of Orthodox Christian Slavic nations 
(Slavia Ortodoxa), and the rupture of contacts with European culture 
[Генчев 1988: 260]. The resulting void was filled by the Islamic influence 
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in its Ottoman variant. Although the religious and linguistic differences 
proved to be an effective barrier to a full orientalization of the Balkan 
Slavs over a period of five centuries, they nonetheless adopted Ottoman 
models of social life and daily existence where mandated by law and 
enforced by state institutions.5 As a consequence, the collective identity 
of modern Bulgarians is defined by a sense of belonging to Orthodox 
Christianity,6 but it is also shaped by Ottoman influence in everyday life 
(cuisine, interior decoration, legal system, etc.), where it is regarded as 
no less natural and familiar than Orthodox Christianity.7

In the second half of the eighteenth century, the stability of the Pax 
Osmana was already facing serious challenges. Beginning in the late 
eighteenth century, the inhabitants of the Empire were keenly aware 
of its slow decay leading to a decline in living conditions and a loss of 
security. Combined with the Herderinfluenced nationalisms burgeon
ing in the neighbouring countries (along with the associated feelings 
of resentment), those factors probably contributed to a sense of trauma 
and solitude experienced by the homo bulgaricus historicus reanimated by 
Paisius, now inhabiting a world that was at best indifferent, and at worst 
actively hostile to the fate of Bulgarians. Isolated from the Ottoman com
munity, until recently consolidated by faith, the rayas8 were now facing 
the challenge of having to define an identity of their own in opposition 
to the various “significant others.”9 This process was not taking place 
in a void. The neighbouring nations regarded as aliens (the Greeks and 
the Turks) as well as the more distant Europeans were already pre
figured by stereotyped images going back to the fossilised mediaeval 
tradition: the “false Byzantines,” the “cruel and unclean sons of Hagar,” 
or the “ruthless crusaders.”

 5 For more information on the subject, see Georgieva 1995.
 6 In the midnineteenth century, this took the form of a struggle for an autocephalous 
Bulgarian Orthodox Church (independent of the Greek patriarchate in Constantinople). 
This project was crowned by success in 1870; see Жечев 1980.
 7 One interesting voice in this debate is Aleko Konstantinov’s До Чикаго и назад (To 
Chicago and Back [Константинов 1894]), a series of sketches from the author’s trip to 
America in the late nineteenth century. Regarded in Bulgaria as a cultural and spiritual 
sophisticate contemptuous of common tastes and customs, Konstantinov reveals his 
own cultural preferences in To Chicago and Back, where he extols the traditional Balkan 
lifestyle (with its palpable Eastern character) by way of contrast to the American way of 
life; see Стефанов 2000.
 8 The primary meaning of raya is ‘a subject’; the term was used in the Ottoman Empire 
to refer to nonMuslim subjects.
 9 The term was proposed by G. H. Mead [1934]. I am using this word in its broader 
sense defined by Charles Taylor [1991: 33–41].
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The emergence of the modern Bulgarian nation and culture (referred 
to as “the national revival”)10 combined with modernisation in a pro
cess amounting to a wholesale overhaul of the civilisational paradigm. 
The experience was not unprecedented in Bulgarian history; a similarly 
profound transformation followed the introduction of Christianity as 
a state religion, when the pagan cultures of the protoBulgarian Slavic 
state were subjected to acculturation in the Byzantine mould. Another 
point of transition was Bulgaria’s incorporation into the civilisation of 
Islam, attended by a relegation of Christians in terms of legal status. 
Finally, Bulgaria’s national revival was not only an act of constituting 
a modern nation but also, as discussed above, a new major process of 
conversion in which the Ottoman model was discarded in favour of 
a new social and political order deemed attractive by the Bulgarian 
elites. On the one hand, this meant that it was difficult to rely on a sense 
of shared European identity in the inhabitants of the continent’s Bal
kan peripheries [see DąbekWirgowa 1992], who often felt alienated, 
especially given that they were regarded as representing an “inferior” 
(meaning insufficiently exotic) version of the Orient [see Todorova 1997]. 
On the other hand, Bulgarian culture at the turn of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, though still part of the essentially mediaeval 
sphere of Slavia Ortodoxa Orientalis11 with its paradigmatic prejudices 
against the “Latins,” evinced none of the qualities that might interfere 
with the adoption of the European model. On the contrary, the process 
of Bulgarian transformation went ahead in a number of areas simulta
neously, often taking on forms considered by many nineteenth century 
writers as overly enthusiastic and threatening to the local tradition. 
Some members of the intelligentsia reacted to that sense of cultural 
resentment by seeking refuge in cultural products viewed (not always 
accurately) as familiar and authentically.12 For others, this hasty adoption 
and frenzied exploration of the cultures of the West and modernising 
Russia was a strategy aimed at eliminating cultural differences (often 
regarded as an embarrassment to the Bulgarians) in order to securely 
establish the Bulgarians as rightful members of the modern world 
[Страшимирова 2000: 61–86].

 10 Rumen Daskalov offers some interesting reflection on the misleading semantics of 
this term, etymologically meaning “rebirth,” (erroneously) implying that something had 
existed before; see Даскалов 2002: 13–38.
 11 Józef Magnuszewski [1995] appealed for this cultural area to be treated as a separate 
entity.
 12 For more information on the subject, see Даскалов 1998b.
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Inherent in this strategy, however, was a certain pitfall. Europe, which 
had been dangling a utopian vision of progress in front of its nations since 
the Enlightenment, was itself undergoing a process of transformation in 
the wake of the French Revolution, accompanied by fears of a collapse 
of the values of Western civilisation. This kind of fear was not unprece
dented in European history and culture. As the Polish historian of ideas 
Jerzy Jedlicki notes,

[A] sense of apprehension that world events might be taking a bad turn is as 
old as the idea of progress itself. In Western culture, the idea of degeneration 
is an inseparable obverse side of the idea of progress. Both are children of 
the eighteenth century. The philosophy of the period was less homogenous 
than it is commonly believed. The Enlightenment had a number of faces, 
not all of them serene and optimistic. […] In its earliest stage, the French 
Revolution appeared to substantiate the beliefs of the enthusiasts, but its 
abuses caused a rapid change in the philosophical mood in Europe. The poi
son taken in prison by Condorcet shortly after writing Esquisse d’un tableau 
historique des progrès de l’esprit humain takes on a symbolic dimension 
[Jedlicki 2000: 25–29].

Unsurprisingly, those Bulgarians who were disappointed with 
the European axiological incertitudes quickly became disillusioned and 
profoundly frustrated after coming into contact with the European values 
that were supposed to be an antidote to Bulgarian cultural retardation. 
As they adapted the European cultural paradigm for their own purposes, 
the Bulgarian elites tasted bitter disappointment with what the Enlight
enment had to offer even before the process of secularisation in society 
had run its course. At the same time, nineteenth century Bulgarian 
culture (in spite of its peripheral position within the broader picture of 
European culture) did not manage to steer clear of many of its problems, 
such as xenophobia or oikophobia, frequently affecting intellectuals since 
the Enlightenment and leading them to “a repudiation of inheritance 
and home,” i.e. of all values associated with locality and familiarity [see 
Scruton 2004: 36]. The latter attitude, present to a greater or lesser 
extent since the earliest stages of the formation of a Bulgarian national 
culture, manifested itself in two ways: either through an abhorrence of 
the local tradition, perceived as negative baggage and a potential threat 
to modernisation, or through a dislike for European culture marked by 
an uneasy mix of universalist pretensions and abrasive nihilism that 
negated the idea of progress. This selfimposed exile from the “comfortable” 
home of patriarchal tradition (which previously served as a safeguard 
of meaning in that it defined an individual’s place in a world permeated 
by the sacred) failed to produce a sense of belonging either in the new, 
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national home [DąbekWirgowa 1988: 64], or in the alienated world of 
European culture afflicted by a prevalent crisis of values.

To meet the growing and changing needs of an internally hetero
geneous community, this variety of overlapping influences produced 
an increasingly complex discourse of identity. Identity debates were often 
triggered by external influence, and repeatedly invoked those areas of 
culture which had become erased from collective memory [Halbwachs 
1992]. The processes of managed remembrance and forgetting, which had 
been set in motion by Paisius, went on to produce competing projects of 
national identity, working in opposition to the orthodox model. Despite 
the experience of oppression and confusion in a world of contradictory 
values, however, the West (occasionally represented by Russia) was never 
ultimately devalued as a significant other, and continued to be regarded 
as a stable point of reference in the discourse of Bulgarian identity. 
Although the exact status and position of Western culture would shift 
repeatedly over the course of the twentieth century (often as a result of 
institutional pressures), the figure of the significant other in Bulgarian 
culture retained its Western character.

As interpreted by Kiosev, Bulgaria’s nineteenth century opening 
to Western values amounted to a sacralisation (or even deification) of 
the West in a desperate attempt to replace Bulgarian values with alien 
ones, which Kiosev argued produced the binary opposition of Ours/Foreign 
as categories based on a complex of inferiority [Kiossev n.d.]. In order 
to debunk the deceptive rationalisations meant to alleviate the trauma 
involved in the birth of a new nation, Kiosev rejects the metaphor of 
“revival,” rooted in more than two centuries of the Bulgarian discourse of 
identity. Kiosev dismisses the idea of a Bulgarian revival as misleading, 
and embraces instead Anderson’s concept of the nation as an imagined 
community [see Anderson 1991: 6] to argue the primary constitutive 
factor for the Bulgarian nation was the persistent complex of insuffi
ciency and absence inculcated by Paisius, leading to culturemaking 
compensatory action:

The Birth of the Nation manifests itself always as a ReBirth, as a Revival 
of the Nation. The new modern type of culture and collective constructs by 
necessity a historical Narrative of its own – it invents for itself a far going 
historical Past that allows it to identify itself with phenomena which are 
absolutely different in structure – medieval Empires and ancient philoso
phers, rural magic and rituals, kings, dynasties and saints, patriarchal sexual 
ethics, sometimes even mythological ancestors or transcendental origins 
of the nation. All this is meant to selfconvince such a culture that its own 
historical time has not started at the traumatic point but has been contin
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uous from some honorable Past towards the glorious Future of the Nation. 
In this perspective, the humiliating birthtrauma of such cultures seems 
to be merely a transitory unpleasant incident, which will be overcome and 
entirely forgotten during the stream of History – the provisional and acci
dental Absence of civilization will be replaced through its happy Presence 
[Kiossev n.d.].

Undoubtedly, the Bulgarian elites (which were by no means an exception 
in the broader European context of the time) regarded the modernising 
offer of the West as an opportunity to consolidate its ethnic and cultural 
community around the borrowed concept of the nation to counter the threat 
of assimilation from the Greeks. And although the modern Bulgarian nation 
was taking shape thanks to the efforts of its burgeoning intelligentsia, hap
pening as it were before its very eyes, that process was not taking place in 
a cultural vacuum. Moreover, local inheritance must have been regarded 
as of value worthy of protection, significant enough to be perceived as 
a positive quality distinguishing the Bulgarians from other human commu
nities. In the context of Kiosev’s research it is perhaps more valid to frame 
the modernisation process not so much in terms of an absence of civilisa
tion preceding its arrival, but rather as a painful but voluntary process 
of producing a uniquely Bulgarian interpretation of an adapted model of 
civilisation, a process that incorporated the community’s communicative 
and cultural memory [Assmann, Czaplicka 1995].

Jan Kieniewicz, a Polish historian who in the 1980s studied the con
nections between European civilisation and the emergence of nations, 
noted that the emergence of ties of national identity was tantamount to 
“developing the original elements in one’s own culture, in the local com
munities, in keeping with the borrowed model of civilization” [Kieniewicz 
1986: 171]. Kieniewicz accepts that memory is a necessary precondition 
for the emergence of a sense of national identity, however his emphasis 
is different from Kiosev’s as his model leaves more room for the effort of 
transforming the inheritance, whatever it might be. The point of depar
ture is not an absence but rather a process of selfadaptation to a model 
regarded as attractive – a process of pragmatic acculturation rather 
than symbolic violence. At the same time, Kieniewicz (whose reflection 
focused on the Iberian Peninsula and the PolishLithuanian Common
wealth) posed questions about the effects of such acculturation, which 
he believed was capable of producing selfcontained quasicivilisations 
in the peripheries of Europe [Kieniewicz 1986: 179]. This hypothesis 
of the Polish researcher seems promising in the Balkan context, and 
it brings the point forcefully home that extraversion and introversion 
are mutually conditioned within modern identity discourse, and the ulti
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mate consensus achieved by any culture should not be viewed through 
the lens of evolutionist fallacies.13

Coming back to the problem of memory, Maria Bobrownicka in her 
book Narkotyk mitu (The Narcotic of Myth [Bobrownicka 1995]) repeatedly 
refers to the problem of the civilisational retardation of the Balkan Slavs 
before the national revival, describing their ahistoricism (predicated on 
the structures of mythological thinking) in depreciative terms. However, 
such assertions are questionable in view of the nature of human thinking, 
especially common sense thinking. In “Presenting the Past: Reflections 
on Myth and History,” Kirsten Hastrup [1987] recommends that distinc
tions between history and myth should not be made carelessly. Repeated 
attempts to read the past should always be treated with some suspicion, 
as artificial constructs subordinated to the principles of mythological 
thinking. Myth as well as history serves as the material used by collective 
cultural memory which, as Jan Assmann notes,

always relates its knowledge to an actual and contemporary situation. 
True, it is fixed in immovable figures of memory and stores of knowledge, 
but every contemporary context relates to these differently, sometimes by 
appropriation, sometimes by criticism, sometimes by preservation or by 
transformation. Cultural memory exists in two modes: first in the mode 
of the potentiality of the archive whose accumulated texts, images, and 
rules of conduct act as a total horizon, and second in the mode of actuality, 
whereby each contemporary context puts the objectified meaning into its 
own perspective, giving it its own relevance [Assmann, Czaplicka 1995: 130].

This means that the traumatic experience of change to cultural iden
tity, imposed on the Bulgarians by the elites calling for modernisation, 
can be described in terms of the reconstruction of collective memory, 
a remodelling of the figures of remembrance which preserves only “that 
which society in each era can reconstruct within its frame of reference.”14 
Moreover, in periods of modernisation, experts have a particular role to 
play in the process. The place of an anonymous mediaeval polyhistor or 
the collective subject of creative folklore is now taken by a new figure, 
namely the writer, who claims the mantle of authority on things past 

 13 In the 1970s, some Bulgarian literary historians developed the notion (inspired by the Soviet 
researcher Georgi Gachev, and based on marxist theory of stages in cultural development) of 
the accelerated development of Bulgarian literature. This local adaptation of the evolutionist 
paradigm served to formulate the thesis that Bulgarian literature of the nineteenth century 
had completed all of the phases necessary for its appropriate development rapidly making 
up the lost distance to European literature (regarded as the default model).
 14 This idea of Maurice Halbwachs is cited in Assmann and Czaplicka’s Collective Memory 
[Assman, Czaplicka 1995: 130].
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and future, and wants to shape collective memory according to his own 
notions of history. According to findings of memory studies, this kind of 
operation would be doomed to fail if the creative vision of the past bore 
no relationship to the group’s normative ideas about itself.

Paisius’s proposal must have taken into account the preferences of 
the community it targeted. This ensured the success of the project of 
educating society, undertaken in the century that followed; the inventory 
of deficits was gradually replaced in collective thinking by a list of assets, 
based on revitalising the memory of glorious deeds from the past, also 
described by scholars as an invented tradition [Hobsbawm 1983].

This involved a selective approach to past events, where patterns 
and compositions were selected or manufactured to suit current needs, 
and repressing those events which were considered shameful, or even 
accidental but embarrassing to the community [see Jedlicki 1987: 
113–129].15 This immaculate portrayal of the Bulgarians as a Slavic 
and Orthodox Christian community was airbrushed and retouched on 
an ongoing basis in tandem with the growing scale and availability of 
historical knowledge.

The meanderings of Bulgarian history provided ample fodder for spec
ulation to people seeking to devise a vision of national ethnogenesis that 
would ensure a maximum amount of glory and political gain. Suffice it to 
say that the two centuries in which a modern national Bulgarian identity 
emerged and took shape have ultimately produced as many as three different 
mythologised visions of the nation’s ethnic and cultural origins. The modern 
researcher Rumen Daskalov offers the following ironic comment:

[W]hen we want to be belligerent, we are protoBulgarians first and fore
most; when we need to be peaceloving, we play up our Slavic blood; and 
when we want to come across as cultured – we talk about our Thracian 
heritage [Даскалов 1994: 30].

 15 Jedlicki points out the consequences of such abuses of history, noting the JudaeoChris
tian roots (among others) of the sense of collective responsibility for the deeds of ancestors, 
which is our civilisation are a quintessence of the notion of original sin. This responsi
bility is as it were the obverse side of the need for a glorious pedigree (real or imagined) 
offering a sense of identity and belonging. The modern metaphorical understanding of 
inheritance, which transcends the natural ties of blood, makes it a very capacious concept; 
it has come to comprise a very broad set of elements that form the tradition of a given 
community, providing “even the least of its members a sense of ideas, collective power, 
and permanence.” The sense that a community is legitimised by the achievements of its 
ancestors is implicitly connected with a sense of shared responsibility for their misdeeds. 
As Jedlicki notes, this understanding of the connections with the past is a form of moral 
duty, which goes against the widely accepted liberal right to “choose one’s tradition”; see 
Jedlicki 1987.
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Plainly, each of those ideas of the nation could easily work as a stand
alone national identity, complete with its own set of mythologems.

The Slavic model (in a separatist version proposed by Paisius and 
an integralist version proposed by the Russophiles associated with Lyu
ben Karavelov and Vasil Aprilov) was exploited by nineteenth century 
Slavophilia, the narodniks, the Socialists and, in the twentieth century, 
by the political left. Under Todor Zhivkov’s regime it took on the freakish 
form of Communist nationalist policies.

The protoBulgarian model – subordinated in the interwar period and 
during World War II to the interests of national ideology with a proGerman 
orientation – was used under Zhivkov to serve as the founding myth during 
the celebrations of the 1300th anniversary of the Bulgarian state (1981). 
Following the collapse of Communism, this model has staged a comeback 
with a new generation of mythmakers looking for arguments to consoli
date Bulgaria’s position within the new political situation. In many cases, 
such arguments emphasised the nonSlavic and nonOrthodox Christian 
dimension of Bulgarian origins [Обретенов 1997: 78–79].

The Thracian myth – positing the ancient, Orphic origins of Bulgarian 
spirituality, with Bulgarians coexisting with various ethnoses and cultures, 
and enduringly adopting the most valuable elements of that inheritance, 
was nurtured with particular care in the times of Zhivkov. In parallel to 
its research activities, the Institute of Thracian Studies established within 
the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences propagated a portrayal of the Bulgar
ians as rightful heirs to the spirituality of the Orphic Rhodopes.

A scholarly analysis of those models by Bulgarian researchers [see 
Krusteva et al. 1996; Еленков 1994; Богомилова 1995] has defined 
the values attributed to each:

proto-Bulgarians Slavs Thracians*

warlike peaceful peaceful
pagans/Bogomils** pagans/Christians/

Bogomils
followers of Orphic cults/proto
Christians/protoBogomils

just gentle gentle
pragmatic spiritual spiritual
statemakers passive passive

 * Nowadays, nobody in Bulgaria takes seriously the supposed Thracian ethnogenesis 
of the nation, but the Thracian substrate is believed to be one of the constitutive elements 
of the Bulgarian nation.
 ** This is a reference to the mythical figure of Boyan the Magus, son of Tsar Simeon, 
grandson of Khan Boris. Boyan the Magus is sometimes identified with Bogomil himself, 
see pp. 8597.
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Recurring in all those projects is the figure of the pagan Bulgarian as 
a onetime bringer of “real” civilisational values to the Balkans, far superior 
to the cultural tradition of Byzantium (primarily in ethical terms).16 This 
antiByzantine stance, conditioned by historical experience and validated 
by national mythology, is seen by many scholars as the underlying cause 
of the disparaging treatment of the Orthodox Church by modern Bul
garians. Despite the fact that Orthodox Christianity remains a token of 
national identification (even though, scholars argue [Николчев 1999: 382], 
it fails to satisfy the religious needs of Bulgarians), this makes Bul
garians receptive to available ideological alternatives. This is why 
the apparently anachronistic Thracian model – interpreted in terms of 
Bulgarian openness to spirituality and vague mysticism, deeply rooted in 
the cultural tradition of Bulgarian lands – may be currently undergoing 
a renaissance of sorts.17

This collective portrait of the Bulgarians turns out to be a Januslike 
construct, fundamentally different from the project once put forward by 
Paisius, which now turns out to be merely one piece in a complex mosaic, 
and not always a central one at that [Аретов 1995: 5–73].

An Obstacle to Progress
By the time the memory of Bogomilism became reinvoked in the second 
half of the nineteenth century,18 the concept of the Bulgarian ethnic and 
cultural origins had not experienced the rifts discussed above. The problem 
of Bogomilism became subsumed into a general reflection on the reli
gious attitudes of Bulgarians and their influence on the nation’s history. 
In a way, this approach went against the grain of Paisius’s project, whose 
ideological strategies did not involve religious apostasy, and ruled out any 

 16 The protoBulgarian inscriptions carved into stone are a good example of the pro
toBulgarian sense of superiority towards Byzantium. One such inscription, known as 
Надпис от Филипи (ninth century), probably commemorating the military assistance 
provided by Khan Omurtag to Emperor Michael II during the uprising of Thomas the Slav 
(822–823), says, among other things: “Whoever seeks the truth, the god sees that, and 
whoever lies, the god sees that. The Bulgarians have done a lot of good to the Christians 
which the Christians have forgotten, but the god sees that” [Bulgarian translation cited 
in Божилов (ed.) 1983: 45]; for more information, see Бешевлиев 1979.
 17 Possibly contributing to this phenomenon are the publications of Alexander Fol and 
Ivan Marazov, Thracian scholars particularly active in the 1970s.
 18 In 1878 Bulgaria regained political autonomy, a fact which cannot be regarded as 
a demarcation line in culture; some scholars, including Wojciech Gałązka, argue that 
“the process of revival does not seem to be fully complete to this day” [Gałązka 1992a: 17].
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duality in reflections on tradition. Although his integrity as a historical 
autodidact forced Paisius to acknowledge the fact that heresies were once 
rampant in Bulgarian lands, he treated those as symptomatic of a kind 
of overabundance, which he viewed as no less shameful than a lack of 
historical memory. Unsurprisingly, Paisius claimed that Bogomilism was 
eradicated in the times of the second Bulgarian state:

Thus, the Bulgarian Kingdom fell ultimately under Greek power because of 
Samoil’s, the Bulgarian king’s sin, and because of the Novatian and Armenian 
heresies that had been multiplying in Ohrid’s land among the Bulgarians. 
But later Saint Ilarion, Bishop Meglinski and Saint Theophilact eradicated 
and annihilated completely these accursed heresies from Bulgaria [Paisy 
Hilendarski 2012: 233].

In his attempt to identify the causal links connecting past historical 
events, Paisius diagnosed Bogomilism (which he described as an Arme
nian heresy) as the root cause that led to the collapse of the first Bul
garian state, resulting in the Byzantine occupation. The conclusion that 
apostasy was a factor leading to a national catastrophe and misfortune 
corresponded with Paisius’s idea of providential interventions in history, 
“rewarding good deeds and punishing evil ones.” In this logic, the collapse 
of the state was a divine punishment for the sin of apostasy committed 
by the Bulgarians.19

There is no evidence to suggest that Paisius engaged in any more consid
ered reflection on Bogomilism. Given the modest scale of the achievements of 
Bulgarian theology, the development of historical research in the following 
century led to a rush of Bulgarian writers referencing the Bogomil tradi
tion in ways that often played fast and loose with historical facts. Notably, 
“in nineteenth and twentieth century national states, historiography was 
taking over many of the awarenessbuilding functions once reserved for 
religion and philosophy” [Werner 2004: 15].

Before 1850, research on the history of heretical movements was 
mainly conducted in Western scholarship [Wolf 1712; Oeder 1734; Schmidt 
1849], but in the second half of the nineteenth century the focus shifted 
to the Slavic east of Europe, producing an increased general awareness of 
newly discovered historical sources. In 1857, Ivan KukuljevićSakcinski 
published the Sermon Against the Heretics by Presbyter Cosmas (tenth 
century) in a journal (Arkiv za povjestnicu jugoslavensku), the earliest 
source of evidence about the Bogomil presence in the period of the first 

 19 True to his interpretive categories, Paisius similarly attributed the Turkish occupa
tion to divine punishment for the sin of conflicts within Christianity.
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Bulgarian state, known to KukuljevićSakcinski in a sixteenth century 
copy. The following year, the Bulgarian historian Spiridon P. Palauzov 
discovered fragments of The Tsar Boril Synodic, an antiBogomil work by 
Tsar Boril (1211). In 1860, the Russian Slavist Osip Bodianski saw into 
print the Life of St. Theodosius of Tarnovo, another important source of 
information about the efforts to suppress the Bogomil heresy in the late 
period of the second Bulgarian state. A veritable explosion of research on 
Bogomilism followed in later decades, initiated by Croatian and Russian 
scholars and continuing to this day; notable contributions in this con
text were made by Bozhidar Petranowič, Aleksander Gildferding, Niko
laj A. Osokin, W. Lewicki, Franjo Rački, Konstantin F. Radchenko, Michail 
Popruzhenko, and others, too many to mention here – suffice it to say that 
a bibliography of research on Bogomilism published in 1997 comprised 
a total of 2,514 items [Гечева 1997]. Bulgarian scholars writing on Bogom
ilism in the nineteenth century included Marin Drinov [Дринов 1911a; 
1911b], Raicho Karolev [Каролев 1871], Nikola Filipov [Филипов 1899] 
and others, spurring a general interest in this forgotten aspect of Bulgarian 
history and opening public debate on the importance of Bogomilism to 
the Bulgarian historical experience. This debate took place in the context of 
heated ideological conflicts, with historiographical integrity often falling 
victim to religious or ideological reductionism.

The influence of Russian Orthodox thought was likewise not without 
influence on the Bulgarian interpretations of Bogomilism, often providing 
the inspiration to take a broad perspective going beyond the strictly dogmatic 
approaches. In За богомилството (On Bogomilism), a study published in Braila 
in 1871, Karolev cites the authority of Russian authors to appraise Bogomilism 
as a “complete and deep deformation of the very essence of Christianity.” Sim
ilar to Presbyter Cosmas, Karolev attributed the emergence of the Bogomils 
to the prevalence of paganism among the people and the lax moral standards 
of the Bulgarian clergy. Drawing on the monolinear Enlightenment idea of 
history,20 he emphasised the destructive aspects of the Bogomil doctrine, 
including its profound pessimism, which posed an obstacle to development 
and progress [Каролев 1871, 7–8: 106]. Karolev’s views were taken up by two 
historians of Orthodox Christianity, Dimitar Tsukhlev and Ivana Snegarov. 
Tsukhlev’s 1911 book История на българската църква (History of the Bul-
garian Church [Цухлев 1911]) and Snegarov’s 1928 study Поява, същност 
и значение на богомилството (The Emergence, Nature and Importance of 
Bogomilism [Снегаров 1928]) followed Karolev in diagnosing the historical 
factors that conditioned Bogomilism and appraising its destructive influence 

 20 I borrow this term from Andrzej Wierzbicki [1999].
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on social mentality and a traditional social order. This said, Snegarov noted 
instances of Bogomil social activity and collaboration with some Bulgarian 
rulers, undertaken to revive “the early Christian brotherhood of the apos
tles,” a comment that probably reveals certain shortcomings in Snegarov’s 
theological competence.

Those scholarly attitudes were strongly coloured by a negative opinion 
of the Bogomil neoManichaeanism, which they believed entailed a princi
pled rejection of the state. The only positive aspects of Bogomilism were 
considered to include the movement’s political dimension, since Bogomils 
sided with their rulers at critical junctures of Bulgarian history as allies 
in conflicts with the Byzantines or the Latins. Similar antiCatholic and 
antiByzantine complexes are also palpable in the writings of the eminent 
Bulgarian historian M. Drinov. In a 1869 study Исторически преглед на 
българската църква от самото и начало до днес (A Historical Survey 
of the Bulgarian Church from Its Earliest Beginnings to the Present Day) 
[Дринов 1911a], Drinov highlighted the statebuilding aspects of Bogomil 
activity, emphasising their influence on Western Europe, where they 
supposedly stimulated a struggle against the “powerful and dangerous 
Catholic Church.” In another study, Южние славяне и Византия в Х веке 
(Southern Slavs and Byzantium in the Tenth Century) Drinov went a step 
further, offering a positive interpretation of the Bogomils, whom he por
trayed as a predominantly popular movement, emerging in reaction to 
growing Byzantine cultural pressures coinciding with a conflict between 
the Orthodox Church and the boyars who sought to restore the old pagan 
religion [Дринов 1911b]. In this interpretation, the antiByzantine poten
tial was consistently viewed as an unquestioned value of Bogomilism. 
In both cases, Drinov was defining the importance of the heresy through 
the lens of the attitudes of its adherents towards outside powers, namely 
the institutions of the Latin and Byzantine Churches,21 united in their 
hostility to the idea of an autocephalous Bulgarian Church, so dear to 
Bulgarian patriots in the period of national revival.

A similar appraisal of Bogomilism, largely aligned with the ideas 
promoted by nineteenth century Bulgarian historians, appeared in Bul
garian literature in the works of its doyen, Ivan Vazov, who at the height 
of his powers was already affectionately referred to by his compatriots as 
“the grandfather.” In Vazov’s understanding, national identity was a finished 

 21 The sources of the antiCatholic phobia in Bulgarian culture has been attributed 
to the trauma of the crusades, in crusaders were known to treat Orthodox Christians 
as pagans, with all the drastic consequences this entailed. This is documented in a well
known thirteenth century source, Narrative of the Martyrs of Zograf.
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and immutable construct, precluding any internal dynamics of negotiation. 
His outlook on national history was essentially the same.

In his two historical novels, Светослав Тертер (Svetoslav Terter, 
1902) and Иван Александър (Ivan Alexander, 1906), Vazov showed 
a particular interest in the complex problems of the second Bulgar
ian state; in trying to diagnose the causes of its collapse [Możejko 
1967: 131] he was touching on the most sensitive site of collective 
memory. Vazov, who regarded statehood as a supreme value, took 
an accordingly simplistic, clearcut approach to appraisals of historical 
events, his characters slotting neatly into the categories of patriot or 
traitor. Edward Możejko has noted how this general strategy shaped 
Vazov’s opinion of Bogomilism [Możejko 1967: 132], and argued that 
Vazov’s appraisal of the heresy is marked by a degree of gradation, from 
moderately negative in Светослав Тертер, to unambiguously hostile 
in Иван Александър [Możejko 1967: 133]. Although Możejko’s obser
vation appears to be by and large correct, and his “statemaking” line 
of interpretation helps unlock Vazov’s meanings, the facts of the case 
appear to be rather more complex.

In Светослав Тертер, a thirteenth century Bogomil community 
gathered around a good feudal lord who cares for his people and for 
the country, spontaneously decides to join in the struggle for Bulgar
ia’s independence, currently facing a threat from the venal tsar and 
the invading Tartar hordes. Guided by a sense of justice and acting 
in the interest of selfpreservation, the Bogomils choose to stand by 
their master, whom they regard as an unquestioned moral authority. 
Described by their feudal master as “good Christians” and “brethren,” 
the Bogomils repay him with loyalty and moral consideration. The two 
estates represented by the characters live in complete harmony. Perhaps 
for ideological reasons, the portrayal of the Bogomils in Светослав Тер-
тер is by no means negative. In fact, the novel appears to evince signs of 
Vazov’s fascination with the movement, or at least shows no signs that 
he had come to a negative opinion on the subject. As much is suggested 
by the narrator’s commentary which praises the value of Bogomil writ
ings as the fruit of “mystical fantasy.” Vazov emphasises the indigence 
and suffering of the people, an attitude which likewise appears to be 
sending a compassionate message of understanding of the Bogomils, 
who retain moral purity and pursue spiritual aspirations despite facing 
grinding poverty and economic oppression. By describing the Bogomil 
apocrypha as the spiritual food of the people – unsophisticated perhaps, 
but also filled with mysterious poetry [Możejko 1967: 94] – Vazov was 
actually elevating the status of those writings. Spirituality, which is 
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always regarded as positive in Bulgarian culture, is an indicator of 
the movement’s high, nonmaterialist values. As an illustration, Vazov 
incorporated into his narrative a piece of pseudoBogomil apocrypha 
which he entitled Въпросите на св. Ивана (The Questions of St. John):

And before the Coming of the Lord, out of the abyss of heaven will come 
the Antichrist. On his head he will have hairs like arrows, his eyes will be 
as luminous as the morning star, and his fingers will be as sharp as sickles. 
And then God will hurl thunder and lightning on the Antichrist, and he will 
turn into dust, and the wind will disperse it to the ends of the earth. And 
when the Antichrist is wiped off the face of the earth, there will be resurrec
tion of the dead, those who lie in graves and in the entrails of animals, and 
at the bottom of the sea. Then the whole earth will be set on fire together 
with the forests, mountains and cities; winds will blow from the four ends 
of the world, blowing all the dust away. The earth will be as white and clean 
as paper, without mountains and ravines, flat as a board. Then the Son of 
God will appear and the Last Judgement will begin. An angelic trumpet will 
sound, which will be heard from the seventh heaven all the way down to 
hell [Вазов 1980b: 93–94].

The text is a compilation of passages from pieces of a fifth century 
Greek apocryphon widely distributed in the Slavic lands of the tenth 
and eleventh centuries, known in scholarship as the Apocryphal Reve-
lation of John the Evangelist. Vazov may have known that source, which 
he mistook for a Bogomil text, from an 1873 edition by Vatroslav Jagić 
or a later publication by Ivan Franko (published in Lviv) [Франко 1896, 
1898, 1902].22 The version appearing in the novel is redacted, a fact that 
did not escape the attention of those writers who followed the literature 
on Bogomilism. The chronology of the publication process suggests that 
Vazov’s text was then used by Dr. Mladen Panchov [Панчов 1907: 23], 
who cited Vazov’s text almost verbatim with no extra commentary as 
an example of Bogomil writings. As a result of Vazov’s standing as a cul
tural authority, this erroneous identification was perpetuated in later 
publications, though in fairness it needs to be borne in mind that we are 
dealing with a period before the publication of Ivanov’s Богомилски книги 
и легенди, when no systematic knowledge of local apocryphal literature 
was yet available in Bulgaria.

The Bogomil episode in Светослав Тертер essentially reconciled two 
different aspects: the people’s democratic right to rationalise the origins 

 22 For more information about the most important editions of the text, see Петканова (ed.) 
1981: 396.
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of evil in an intellectually accessible way, and the political aspects of 
national interest and national security.

In his later novel, Иван Александър, which is set in the waning 
years of the second Bulgarian state [see Możejko 1967: 129–135], Vazov 
no longer evinces the same kind of fascination with the “mysticism of 
the people.”23 The book portrays a country in a state of disintegration 
caused by the moral depravity of the tsar, who is sinfully enamoured with 
a beautiful Jewish woman. Vazov succumbs to antiSemitic prejudice24 
in portraying the antiBulgarian attitudes of Sarah’s fellow Jews, who 
disregard the good of the state and act solely in collective selfinterest. 
Focused on his personal problems and ensnared by Sarah, Ivan Alex
ander was guilty of the sin of omission, argues the narrator, because 
his efforts to root out the state’s internal enemies were too lethargic. 
Those internal enemies were not only Jews but also various heretics, 
including the Bogomils:

Indeed, in the middle of the fourteenth century, the time in which those events 
were taking place, Bulgaria had become a stage for daring and mendacious 
teachers of false heretical doctrines. Planted centuries earlier, Bogomilism 
was gaining ground at the speed of an elemental force, flooding Orthodoxy 
with its turbulent waves, and undermining the foundations of the church 
and state with its destructive influence [Вазов 1980a: 235].

Vazov updates the interpretative categories of Paisius of Hilendar 
to lay the blame for that spiritual and political disaster at the feet of 
Byzantium – an inexhaustible source of corruption and intrigue leading 
to moral lassitude and loss of spiritual purity in Orthodox Christianity 
[Вазов 1980a: 235]. Misleadingly (though perhaps acting out of ignorance 
rather than malice), Vazov illustrated his antiByzantine stereotypes with 
material drawn from hesychasm [see Leloup 1998; Palmer, Sherrard, Ware 

 23 We do now know what happened between 1902 and 1906. Perhaps Vazov dallied 
briefly with Freemasonry, which had certain hermetic sympathies. This is suggested 
by circumstantial evidence: Vazov’s brother was a member of a masonic lodge, as was 
Vazov’s closest friend and fellow writer Konstantin Velichkov. Although too tenuous 
to draw firm conclusions, those facts may be relevant in the context of reflection on 
ideological migration and influence; see Богданов 1994: 73–75; В. Георгиев 1986: 
20, 159.
 24 AntiSemitism is rare in Bulgarian culture, only manifesting itself more strongly 
only in writers educated in Russia – Vazov and Lyuben Karavelov. In the notes from his 
travels in Bulgaria [Записки за България и за българите (Notes About Bulgaria and 
Bulgarians), first published in Russian in 1867, followed by a Bulgarian edition in 1874] 
Karavelov included an antiSemitic description of the Jews of Sofia and the city’s Jewish 
quarter.
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(eds.) 1979], a great mystical movement within Orthodox Christianity, 
which he mistakenly attributed to Bogomilism:

Teodoritus, a monk who had fled from Constantinople, arrived in Tarnovo. 
He preached the ludicrous doctrine of the Hesychasts, the most extreme 
and savage expression of the Bogomil heresy. It was a mixture of the most 
vulgar pagan beliefs […] with the most outlandish doctrines. He won over 
for Hesychasm great numbers of the common people, as well as highborn 
townsfolk and boyars. His success encouraged other Byzantine monks who 
were Bogomils. Having learned a little medicine, he treated patients for free, 
and he insisted that he could see God. And his authority grew in the eyes of 
the superstitious people [Вазов 1980a: 235].25

By failing to distinguish between the fourteenth century heresiarchs 
and the disciples of St. Gregory Palamas, Vazov (a selfproclaimed devoted 
adherent of Orthodox Christianity) was either inadvertently exposing his 
ignorance about his own religious tradition, or perhaps manifesting his 
disapproval for its mystical variety.26 It appears that although Vazov was 
not familiar with the exact nature of the ideologies he was criticising, he saw 
their common denominator as ecstatic experience ultimately culminating 
in a negation of reality, a reaction characteristic of a chiliastic mentality.27 
Vazov’s resistance to the destruction of nonspiritual values appears to 
be motivated by the idea of salvaging some kind of inner core or centre. 
Taking place on the margins of his narrative about the tsar’s liaisons is 
a hidden struggle against the eruptive chiliastic mindset (which he never 
identifies by name but appears to treat as part and parcel of the mystical 
movements he disparages). Vazov, who was not much of a conservative 
quietist, apparently used his journalistic zeal to justify and validate his 
own nation. He devotes considerable attention to descriptions of the harsh 
living conditions among the population, seeking to explain their obscu
rantism and superstitions with economic deprivation. His perspective is 
predicated on Enlightenment values, grouping any and all manifestations 
of mysticism under the single umbrella term of “superstition”:

 25 This passage is a paraphrase of the Life of St. Theodosius of Tarnava by Patriarch 
Kalistes; see Простроннo житие 1986.
 26 This may be the product of possible mutual influence between Vazov and Panchov. 
There are many apparent parallels between Vazov and Panchov, who likewise regarded 
hesychasm as a religious sect; see Панчов 1907: 39–40.
 27 “Chiliastic mentality severs all relationship with those phases of historical existence 
which are in daily process of becoming in our midst. It tends at every moment to turn into 
hostility towards the world, its culture, and all its works and earthly achievements, and 
to regard them as only premature gratifications of a more fundamental striving which 
can only be adequately satisfied in Kairos” [Mannheim 1954: 198].
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And the uneducated, ignorant people, sunk in deep superstition, impover
ished by the rapacity of the boyars […], listened carefully to those fanatical 
apostles. […] A raw, dark mysticism had gripped spirits, lies and delusion 
found fertile ground in the darkened consciousness of those unenlightened 
crowds, who had already been prepared by the centuriesold Bogomil 
heresy, which had become a religion on a par with the Orthodox Church, 
ready to accept the most damaging seeds of spiritual and physical decay 
[Вазов 1980a: 237].

According to Vazov, vulgar materialism and primitive mysticism had 
always operated in the Bulgarian soul as mutually conditioning influ
ences, breeding unchecked in the absence of spiritual assistance from 
the Bulgarian clergy [Вазов 1980a: 237].28 In this sense, Vazov’s opinion 
about fourteenth century clergy mirrored the negative opinion of its 
moral condition as expressed by Presbyter Cosmas in the tenth century – 
despite the fact that Vazov’s novel is set in a period of great flourishing in 
Bulgarian culture, notably including the writings of the Tarnovo school, 
which over the following century continued to pollinate intellectual life 
in those areas of Slavia Orthodoxa that remained outside of the borders of 
the Ottoman Empire. In moulding the facts of his novel to fit his agenda, 
Vazov cherry picks historical facts, leaving out those aspects of history 
that go against his own vision of the world. As a moralist, this leads 
him into a culdesac of factual distortion. He reveals his motivations 
in an afterword appended to the novel, containing some reflections 
on the role of chance in history. According to Vazov, Ivan Alexander’s 
transgressions triggered an avalanche of significant events, linked by 
patterns of causality which are discernible with hindsight, revealing 
an expansion of evil originating from sin. In this sense, Vazov argues, it is 
not coincidental that Bulgaria was ultimately conquered by Sultan Bayezid, 
grandson of Sarah and Ivan Alexander.29 Vazov’s speculations, in which 
he earnestly seeks to uncover the “mystical” (meaning: demonic) links 

 28 “[…] the clergy, ignorant and dull in the dead atmosphere of its purely ceremonial 
religion, deeply fallen, with no energy or authority, had become a passive spectator of 
the element of moral decay” [Вазов 1980a: 237].
 29 “Alexander’s marriage to a Jewish woman, a great political and religious temptation 
at that time, was an event fraught with fatal consequences. It was because of this that […] 
the disintegration of the anyhow weakened empire. […] Sarah’s son [Ivan Shishman – G.S.G.] 
was also the last Bulgarian tsar, weak and unable to defend the state against the Turks, 
and he saw its defeat. Sarah also gave birth to […] Маra – renowned in folk songs – later 
wife of Murad II, who bore him a son Bayezid I, the conqueror of Bulgaria, who in 1393 
turned Tarnovo into ruins. One cannot but wonder about this concurrence of historical 
circumstances. […] whether in this case we cannot say about Bulgaria what historians 
say about Troy – that it fell over because of a woman?” [Вазов 1980a: 294].
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between events, indicate a desire to find unifying meaning in historical 
trauma, corroborating Mannheim’s old thesis that historical conserva
tism is mainly instinctive, focused on the “impulsive, irrational factors 
which furnish the real basis for the further development of the state and 
society” [Mannheim 1954: 106].

The ambiguity in Vazov’s appraisal of the place of Bogomilism in his
tory was therefore a product of his heterogeneous political and religious 
interpretive criteria.

One important thinker in the interwar period who not only devel
oped further but also modified the interpretive strategies used by Vazov 
was the Bulgarian historian Peter Mutafchiyev. When he was working 
on his essay in the 1930s, there was already a strong proBogomil cur
rent in Bulgarian culture, which Mutafchiyev opposed, objecting to 
any positive appraisals of Bogomilism in Bulgarian cultural memory. 
Based on his careful study of Bogomil cosmogony in the celebrated 1934 
essay Поп Богомил и свети Иван Рилски (Priest Bogomil and St. Ivan of 
Rila [Мутафчиев 1934]) he made Bogomilism responsible for exerting 
a destructive influence on Bulgarian mentality, resulting in centuries of 
apathy in the face of evil:

Nothing was more alien to Bogomils than the desire for social transforma
tion. Had their teachings contained any socioreformist tendencies, those 
would have been in complete contradiction with their own dogma. For, 
relying on the basic idea that the world and all that supports it is the work 
of Satan, Bogomilism had only one logical outcome: a conclusion pointing 
to the absolute meaninglessness of any attempt to change that which exists. 
At best, all efforts would lead to nothing but a modification of something 
that is fundamentally unchangeable, because its existence was determined 
by a will whose power weighed over all earthly things, hence was stronger 
than people. Therefore, any transformation here would represent a new, 
more perfect realisation of that will, an even more complete triumph 
[Муфатчиев 1994: 362].

From the perspective of the nation, Mutafchiyev believed that 
the Bogomil attitude of detachment from the world – which they regarded 
as the work of Satan – took on the least productive form possible, namely 
an attitude of nihilism and humble, passive endurance. Faced with 
the threats to Bulgarian statehood looming on the horizon in the four
teenth century, he argued, this attitude facilitated the Turkish conquest of 
the country. Like Vazov, Mutafchiyev attributed the religious indifference 
of the Bulgarians to the specific qualities of Eastern mysticism. He was 
similarly negative about the local variety of Orthodox Christianity (which 
he regarded as an instrument of Byzantine influence) and Ivan of Rila, 
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Bulgaria’s patron and greatest saint. According to Mutafchiyev, the great 
anchorite and miracleworker shared responsibility for the patholo
gybreeding deformations of the Bulgarian national psyche:

In the judgments on our history the crucial role of Bogomilism has been 
emphasised very often. It has also been blamed for the fact that our 
medieval state lost popular support among the masses and for this rea
son never managed to become consolidated. This view is onesided, and 
contains only part of the truth. For we were not only a Bogomil nation, 
but also a nation of hermits. The principles laid down by Ivan of Rila grew 
into a movement no less decisive for our fate than that inspired by Priest 
Bogomil’s doctrine. That distancing from the world robbed our nation of 
any remaining energy it could use in its struggle for existence. In the era 
preceding the final defeat of mediaeval Bulgaria, our country was full 
not only of Bogomils and adherents of all other possible sects, each more 
degenerate and extreme than the next; wild mountains, forests and caves 
were swarming with feral hermits. […] In the end, our land seemed as it 
were too cramped to accommodate its sons, refugees from life and from 
life’s duties […] [Мутафчиев 1994: 367].

Mutafchiyev’s abhorrence of all forms of mysticism and escapism 
is reminiscent of Vazov’s. However, his essay must be interpreted in 
the context of the political events of the 1930s, taking place in an ideo
logical discourse that revered force. Thus, the dismissal of the two forms 
of mysticism that had a fundamental importance in mediaeval Bulgarian 
culture (Eastern Christianity and neoManichaean gnosis), held to be 
accountable for the nation’s spiritual weakness, was very much of its time. 
The Nietzschean overtones apparent in Mutafchiyev’s attitude towards 
Christianity were paving the way for an expansion of the Dionysian ele
ment, which would provoke an intense fascination in the late nineteenth 
century, colouring the perceptions of Bogomilism.

Precursors of Progress
Above all else, one characteristic element of Bulgarian thinking about 
Bogomilism at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was its 
association with the Enlightenment idea of progress, succinctly defined 
by J. B. Bury as an interpretation of history predicated on “the idea that 
civilisation has moved, is moving, and will move in a desirable direction,” 
ad infinitum [Bury 1920]. It appears that the combination of a carefully 
groomed and managed interpretation of the Bogomil heresy with the belief 
in progress was seen as the answer to the need for aligning the idea of Bul
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garian history with a superficially assimilated Western European model of 
cultural development (perceived as having universal relevance).

In this context, the incorporation of Bogomilism into the canon 
of the Bulgarian national tradition, more than a hundred years after 
the composition of Paisius’s Slavic-Bulgarian History, was symptomatic 
of the fact that in the modernist period the model of Bulgarian culture 
constructed during the period of national revival had lost its hegemonic 
position and unquestioned power to lend cohesion to the community.30 
On the other hand, in the same period, the process of inventing (or, to 
use a more conventional metaphor, reviving) a Bulgarian tradition was 
by no means complete. The process was going ahead in a context where 
modern ideas were being assimilated, and the political utopia of a nation 
state was being undermined by its inability to fulfil the high hopes asso
ciated with the statemaking project in that it failed to remedy the ills 
of the Ottoman period known as the Turkish “bondage” or “oppression.” 
Although Bulgarian culture in independent Bulgaria never exactly showed 
signs of buyer’s remorse, the living conditions in the newly independent 
state were a quick and disillusioning reality check compared to the polit
ical phantasms from the period of national revival, tied as those were 
to fossilised elements of collective mentality. Interpretations of Turkish 
occupation were one of them. As Wojciech Gałązka noted,

absent from the many possible attestable interpretations of the occupation 
present in the mentality of the patriarchal Bulgarian society in the second half 

 30 Also part of the revivalist tradition are the views of the most eminent Bulgarian poet 
of the national revival period, who symbolically brings that period to an end, namely Hristo 
Botev. In an article entitled “Народът вчера, днес и утре,” published in 1871 in Дума на 
българските емигранти, Botev’s creation of a heroic Bulgarian past invokes the times 
of Priest Bogomil and Tsar Samuil as a glorious chapter in the history of the otherwise 
unassuming Bulgarians: “Indeed, our people have repeatedly shown their strong will, 
rising against their tsars, against the clergy, as in the days of Bogomil and Samuil. But all 
this happened only under a threat of violence to their homes where they had always felt 
morally free – to their families and their understanding of honour – in a word, to their 
profoundly social life, which distinguishes the Slavic nations, including our own” [cited 
in Ботев 1976: 17]. Botev was the problem child of Bulgarian national revival; operating 
within the constraints of utopian socialism and anarchism, he associated the idea of 
freedom from Turkish oppression with the idea of social justice. The image of the Bul
garians as a nation of slaves, which obsessively recurs in his writings, gets replaced 
by an alternative journalistic portrayal of the Bulgarians as nonconformists (heretics, 
hayduks) capable of defending their own interests. Although this isolated comment can 
hardly be deemed as culturally influential, it seems notable as an example of a positive 
reappraisal of Bogomilism predating Bulgaria’s independence [see also Poźniak 1996]. 
In modern times, there have been attempts to attribute a gnostic worldview to Botev; see 
В. Николова 1999.
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of the nineteenth century is the sense of political oppression. This suggests 
that the Turkish occupation was not regarded in terms of political oppres
sion. The idea of liberté did not have the kind of communicative potential 
expected by the political leaders and members of the intelligentsia who 
were organising political life at the time. […] [T]he yoke of oppression was 
not viewed as a historical phenomenon; instead, it operated on the private 
timescale of private existence, and “tursko igo” was regarded as part of that 
fate [Gałązka 1992b: 26].

Unsurprisingly, full liberation from Ottoman rule was associated with 
hopes for dramatic economic progress and increased personal prosperity. 
After a short period of euphoria, those expectations became thoroughly 
defeated. As a result, writers redoubled their efforts to reflect on the moral 
degeneracy of the political elites, usually accompanied by a tendency to 
mythologise the period of national revival as a past preserve of high values. 
Speculations on the meaning of history and projections about the future 
of the nation augmented the role of ideology in the nation’s life,31 and 
boosted the standing of professional ideologues, who aspired to claim all 
of the symbolic order as their rightful remit.32 They engaged in efforts to 
modify the canon of national culture (in the form of lieux de memoire) to 
align it with the interests of the political elite, taking care to incorporate 
the community’s changing collective ideas about itself as they did so. After 
all, lieux de memoire can only be adapted to serve current exigencies provided 
that the ideological offerings of the intellectuals bear some relationship to 
the general aspirations within a society. As noted by Peter L. Berger and 
Thomas Luckmann in The Social Construction of Reality,

power in society includes the power to determine decisive socialisation 
processes and, therefore, the power to produce reality. In any case, highly 

 31 Herzen countered the Hegelian theories of progress (which attributed an absolute 
dimension to the laws, meanings and purposes of history) with his view that “[i]n history 
everything is unpremeditated, everything is free, ex tempore. There are no limits ahead, 
no itineraries” [Herzen 1956: 365].
 32 “Looking at the past developments in European history and historiography one might 
think that […] historiosophy took priority in constructing its great rules, as was the case 
with Ibn Khaldun, Vico, Condorset, Herder, Hegel, Marx and others, and only then came 
the historians, who used those readymade schemes of development to scour the sources 
for confirmation of the philosophical models that brought order to history, fashioning 
historical processes into something meaningful. […] Historians influenced by various 
philosophies of history looked for meaning in the past as fulfilment of God’s will, with 
history following God’s commands that imposed some kind of sense on the events, or as 
the spontaneous realization of an objective Zeitgeist, as was the case with Hegel, or as 
the realization of the idea of progress and improvement of humanity, etc.” [Szczepański 
1990: 16–17, 19].
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abstract symbolizations (that is, theories greatly removed from the concrete 
experience of everyday life) are validated by social rather than empirical 
support. It is possible to say that in this manner a pseudopragmatism is 
reintroduced. The theories may again be said to be convincing because they 
work – work, that is, in the sense of having become standard, takenfor
granted knowledge in the society in question [Berger, Luckmann 1991: 137].

It is probably a historical paradox that the memory of Bogomilism, 
a movement hostile to all earthly institutions, could be revitalised so 
soon after the creation of a Bulgarian nation state and a Bulgarian 
Orthodox Church. Although the impulse to examine the “autochthonous” 
neoManichaean tradition was provided by developments in historical 
scholarship, the very fact of social acceptance for practices commem
orating Bogomilism seems remarkable. This is even more surprising 
given that the endorsement was extended to a heresy with no surviving 
adherents, and one that had been roundly anathematised by the Ortho
dox Church, an institution which continues to be an important element 
of Bulgarian identity.

Popular interest in Bogomilism can be attributed to several factors. 
One is the increasingly deferential Bulgarian attitude to the mediaeval 
tradition, treated as a resource that can fill the gaping cultural void left 
by the period of Ottoman rule. In this approach, the medieval tradition 
acts to replace the sense of absence and deficiency with the satisfaction 
of “possessing” actual cultural assets. Having said that, Bulgarian interest 
in Bogomilism has never been a purely antiquarian exercise. Far from 
being treated as an inert museum exhibit, Bogomilism became a dynamic 
element of the Bulgarian identity discourse. Gałązka attributed this pri
marily to the efforts of the Bulgarian political elites:

When they [the elites – G.S.G.] deem it necessary to be rebellious, the myth 
of oppression becomes expedient, and when it is necessary to retain political 
stability – it becomes useful to portray the Bulgarians in terms of the hereti
cal and contrarian Bogomils [Gałązka 1992b: 27].

This apparent paradox reveals the strategies of social manipula
tion. Political messaging experts in charge of propaganda projects had 
to rely on concepts that could gain traction with the public. In a way, 
therefore, such propagandist efforts contributed to the process of “cre
ating reality,” adroitly selecting at any given time those signifiers that 
were potentially useful, notwithstanding the fact that such signifiers 
frequently belonged to rival definitions of reality, and “there will always 
be a socialstructural base for competitions between rival definitions 
of reality and that the outcome of the rivalry will be affected, is not 
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always determined outright, by the developments of the space” [Berger, 
Luckmann 1991: 137]. No technique for commemorating Bogomilism 
could hope to be effective unless it filled a specific need in society, and 
fulfilled the basic requirement of “ringing true,” which in the case of 
ideological propositions boils down to a certain “compatibility between 
a statement […] and society’s idea of what is plausible” [Topolski 1978: 
14]. The social creation of reality means that those things are true 
that can be acceptably incorporated into the society’s accepted model 
of the world. By its nature, such a reality can never be fully stable: on 
the contrary, it is dynamic and amenable to correction. R. Redfield once 
introduced a distinction between the “great” and “little” traditions 
[Redfield 1961: 40–45]. The former are developed through a deliberate 
process in shrines and schools; the latter emerge as part of the everyday 
life of illiterate villagers. The two traditions always remain related to 
each other, the nature of that relationship being conditioned by social 
class. In the egalitarian Bulgarian society, whose social structure was 
flattened in the Ottoman period, it is not coincidental that the Bulgarian 
intelligentsia had a plebeian background, producing a kind of ideologi
cal correspondence between the intellectuals and the common people 
[Генчев 1987, 1991; Даскалова 1997: 21–77].

Does that mean that the intellectual project of reinterpreting Bogom
ilism as a positive component of the “great” tradition could find any kind 
of support in in the Bulgarian “little” tradition? It seems almost impossible 
to offer a conclusive answer. What we have are merely traces, pieces of 
indirect information on the subject, scattered in popular literature that 
catered to general readers – books of advice, educational digests, and 
calendars from the period of national revival [Хаджийски 1974: 481, 
494–495]. To use one example, the metonymic portrayal of one fragment 
of this “small” tradition presented by Ivan Hadzhiyski, an eminent Bulgar
ian sociologist from the interwar period, importantly demonstrates that 
multiple sources of information were available to a typical representative 
of the nineteenth century Bulgarian bourgeoisie:

Grandpa Natcho was rather superstitious. Besides those mentioned above he 
also read other books […] Among them I remember the following: Balgarski 
knizhitsi [The Bulgarian Books], published in Constantinople, a calendar with 
the picture of a rooster on the cover, an edition of the Constantinople news
paper, Venelin’s “Kriticheski izdirvaniya” [“Critical Studies”], translated by 
Teacher Botyo, Hristoitiya by Rayno Popovich, various books and calendars 
published by Hadji Nayden Yoanovich from Tatar Pazardzhik, A Stone Fell 
From the Sky, many life stories of St. Theodora, St. George, St. Demetrius, 
St. Eustatius, St. Anthony, St. Simeon […]. There was another thing as well, 
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his own manuscript – of Bogomil origin, St. Paul the Apostle’s Visit to Hell 
[…] Finally, grandpa Natcho had a book on various healing treatments… 
[Хаджийски 1974: 481, 494–495].

In combination, books by the Slavophile Yuri Venelin, the lives of 
saints, calendars and Bogomil apocrypha (or at least supposed Bogomil 
apocrypha) added up to a heterogeneous world of values in the life of 
an individual. This was the fertile soil waiting to accept the ideas generated 
by the “Gnostic aristocracy of those who received the calling”33 – nine
teenth century nationalist ideologues who turned to the past seeking to 
legitimise their own worldviews. In a period of modernisation, with its 
attendant mechanisms of state supervision over the educational system, 
it is remarkable that the Bogomils continued to have an ambiguous status 
all the way until the late 1940s. But despite the differences of opinion 
and emphasis, the movement was predominantly regarded as important 
and relevant to the history of the nation, accompanied by an effort to 
emphasise those of its ideas that were seen as progressive (in most cases 
meaning ideologically fashionable).

The oldest textbook reference to Bogomilism I have been able to 
find is Кратък извод от българската история. Книжка за учениe 
в основно училище (A Short Survey of Bulgarian History. A Booklet for Use 
in Elementary Instruction, 1881). This reference includes only some basic 
information about the emergence of the heresy and its spread to what 
the author argues was all of the Stara Planina peninsula [Манчов 1881: 43]. 
Ganchev’s 1888 textbook, Учебник по българската история за долните 
класове на гимнaзиите и за трикласните общински училища (Textbook 
of Bulgarian History for the Early Grades of Junior High School and Three-Year 
Common Schools) is far more informative, and includes some details of 
Bogomil cosmogony. Dobri Ganchev interprets Bogomilism as Paulicianism 
reformed in the spirit of a Slavic religion, which, though it contributed to 
the weakening of the Bulgarian state, also contained progressive ideas, 
such as the equality of men and women [Ганчев 1888: 35–37]. The 1917 
textbook Учебник по българската история за 3 прогимнaзиален клас 
(Textbook of Bulgarian History for Grade 3 of Progymnasium [threeyear 
junior high school]) also tackles Bogomilism’s ambivalent role in Bul
garian history. Its author describes the Bogomils as morally superior to 
“other Christians,” highlighting their kindness, modesty, simplicity and 
selfrestraint [Попов 1917: 47–49]. Ivan Georgiev takes a similar approach 
in his history textbook for Grade 3 (1914). On the one hand, he portrays 

 33 A phrase used by the Polish Romantic poet Cyprian Kamil Norwid, cited in Walicki 
1990: 35.
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the Bogomils as martyrs and saints in their time, on the other, he notes 
the disintegration of Bulgarian society that contributed to the collapse 
of Bulgarian statehood [Й. Георгиев 1914: 64–69]. Similar appraisals of 
Bogomilism can be found in the textbook by Ivan Pastukhov and Ivan 
Stoianov, notable for containing an approachable modern interpretation 
of “gnosis” [Пастухов, Стоянов 1918: 57–60, see also Пастухов 1926: 
56–60]. Finally, a 1925 textbook by Violino Primo (Tsonko Popov) and 
Nikolai Todorov, За родината и нашето далечно минало. Отечествоз-
нание за 3 отделение (On the Fatherland and Our Distant Past: Knowledge 
About the Fatherland for Third Grade Students) presents Bogomilism 
as a movement of poor but kindly people, who embraced the ideals of 
brotherhood and equality to protest against economic exploitation and 
moral corruption of the clergy and the higher orders of society [Виолино 
Примо, Тодоров 1925: 67].

Against the general background of textbooks from that period known 
to me, one is particularly notable in its relentlessly negative appraisal of 
the heresy. Ivan Ormandzhiev and Mara Velkova argued that Bogomilism 
was responsible for creating a schism within Orthodox Christianity, leading 
to the weakening of the Bulgarian state [Орманджиев, Велкова 1937: 
54–55]. Similar interpretations of the heresy appear in the 1942 text
book by Ivan Kepov and Vana I. Kepova, emphasising the ignorance and 
paganism of the Bulgarian masses as the root cause in the spread of 
the heresy [Кепов, Кеповa 1942: 50–51].

Unsurprisingly, the textbooks are in some ways similar to the histo
riosophic ideas targeted at adult readers at the same time, but the anal
ogies are primarily linguistic rather than substantive: they use similar 
language to discuss historical events, but tend to be asymmetrically 
selective about the content they communicate. A particularly illuminating 
case in point (perhaps even somewhat exaggerated) is the 1943 textbook 
by Naiden Sheytanov and Bozhidar Bozhilov for grade three of lower 
gymnasium (progymnasium), containing an appraisal of Bogomilism 
which is completely differed from Sheytanov’s earlier publications, which 
evince a fascination with neopaganism.34 In the textbook, Presbyter 
Cosmas (rather than Bogomil) is portrayed as the main positive hero, 
and Bogomilism itself is dismissed by the authors as a “false doctrine” 
(лъжеучение) that exerted a negative influence on the Bulgarian nation 
by undermining its unity [Шейтанов, Божилов 1943: 115–116]. In order 
to unlock the meanings encoded into those textbooks it is necessary to 
views the interpretations they offer in the contexts of broader units of 

 34 For more information on the subject, see pp. 74, 77–78.
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meaning, which were often shaped by reference to specific historical 
circumstances. In the context of World War II, when national unity was 
a much emphasised value, the textbook by Sheytanov and Bozhilov was 
adroitly using the concept of “false doctrine” to make a negative example 
of Bogomilism as a case of betrayal of national interest. Playing a similar 
role was a relevant passage in a bilingual textbook for Grade 3, used in 
Bulgarian Muslim elementary schools in 1936:

At that time secret instigators appeared among the discontented peasants. 
They taught them not to work for their masters, and not to pay taxes. Revolts 
followed. The instigators were called the Bogomils. They dressed modestly, 
abstained from meat, and were thin and pale [Недев, Салиев 1936: 32–33].

The passage seeks to discredit the Bogomils by using aesthetic 
criteria, emphasising the failure to conform to the folk ideals of ruddy 
health and physical attractiveness. This conflation of physical ugliness 
and “secret instigation” does not seem accidental and (its unintended 
comical effect notwithstanding) can be interpreted as an instrument of 
state persuasion in the context of increased activity of Turkish emissaries 
in lands inhabited by Bulgarian Turks [see Мутафчиева 1995: 22–29; 
see also Mutafchieva 1995].

One common denominator in most textbooks is the idea of the moral 
superiority of the Bogomils compared to the representatives of the Ortho
dox Church, and the portrayal of the Bogomils as a community that 
cultivates Slavic democratic traditions. Even though this appraisal was 
balanced by commentary on the negative consequences of Bogomilism 
to state stability and Church unity, the sense of affirmation for the high 
ethical standards of the poor Bogomils prevailed over accusations of 
ignorance and paganism. Values such as poverty, purity, kindness, sim
plicity, restraint, brotherhood, equality, unity and the readiness to die for 
one’s ideals, which combine to create a positive image of the Bogomils in 
those texts, are concepts belonging to the repertoire of many ideologies 
leading a parasitical existence feeding on the Christian tradition. By 
using those clichéd stereotypes it was possible to incorporate the history 
of the Bulgarian neoManichaeans into a system of ethical values used 
to construct a gratifying portrayal of Bulgarian ancestors who played 
an important role in the history of progressive and humanitarian social 
movements, representing Bulgaria in the linear Enlightenment vision of 
world history as a march of progress [Wierzbicki 1999: 129].

On occasion, this strategy had the effect of removing or obscuring 
the differences between Bogomilism and Christianity. This is illustrated, 
among other things, by Богомили (The Bogomils, 1936), an educational book 
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for children by Peter Karapetrov published in the series “Художествена 
Библиотека ‘Древна България.’” Published within the constraints of 
an apparatus of political censorship, it was duly approved by officials 
from the ministry of education, the ministry of defence, the ministry of 
trade, the ministry of internal affairs, and the Holy Synod. Karapetrov’s 
portrayal of the Bogomils tried to reconcile the interests of the various 
state authorities with the belief that the Bulgarian nation should take 
pride in its progressive Bogomil tradition. Accordingly, Karapetrov bent 
historical facts considerably to reinterpret Bogomilism as a religious 
movement that combined antiByzantine attitudes with Orthodox Chris
tianity (in doing so, Karapetrov used the standard analogy of the strug
gle for an independent Bulgarian Church during the period of national 
revival). He highlighted the close similarities between the doctrines 
taught by Priest Bogomil and Orthodox Christianity and Christian values 
in general [Карапетров 1936: 26–28]. In a similar conciliatory nod to 
the state, he emphasised the role of the state in consolidating the nation. 
In this interpretation, the Bogomils were portrayed as true patriots: 
prepared to resist the foreign elements, but also open to their potential 
conversion.35 Writing in an emotional tone, he offered an idealised vision 
of the Bogomil community:

[…] the small Bulgaria gave to the world and to new cultural history one 
of the most moral and humane doctrines – the doctrine of the Bogomils 
[Карапетров 1936: 32].

Writers with an anticlerical stance communicated their anticlerical 
messages more openly in the general body of commentary on Bogomilism 
that included scholarly and pseudoscholarly studies, public talks, essays, 
and articles in the popular press.36 For all the personal differences in 
selecting the salient points, an anticlerical orientation appears to be 
a common denominator of the texts discussed here. The Bogomil con
testation of the Orthodox Church was the primary motive that boosted 
the movement’s credibility and led to its glorification. This way of think
ing was obviously influenced by the treatise of Presbyter Cosmas and 
the general tradition of Bulgarian antiByzantine attitudes, projected 
onto the past as a supposed context for Bogomil writings and activities. 
However, those factors by themselves fail to adequately explain the ten

 35 In the story this is apparent in the characterisation techniques, where all the negative 
characters are foreigners, mostly from Byzantium.
 36 This found its continuation in Communist propaganda after World War II, see 
pp. 117 ff.
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dency of those writers to disparage the Orthodox Church and treat it 
with hostility.

One book that throws an interesting light on the complexity of social 
attitudes towards the Orthodox Church in the nineteenth century is Toncho 
Zhechev’s Български Виликден или страстите български (Bulgarian 
Easter, or Bulgarian Passions, 1980), which presents the meanderings of 
the struggle for an autonomous Bulgarian Church. Calling for a revit
alisation of the patriarchal tradition, Zhechev included in his preface 
an insightful appraisal of that movement, which he accused of manipulating 
the religious sentiment of believers and subordinating the struggle for 
an autonomous Church to the interests of national struggle:

They, who hail from the kingdom of unbelievers, have made religion and 
church institutions a tool for their ardent political fanaticism, and subsumed 
into nationalist ideology and nationalist goals all the various elements of 
the nation’s life, including traditional Christian ideas concerning the supreme 
and universal ideas about human life. […] Bulgarian activists from the national 
church movement took liberties with church organisation, religion and 
its doctrines that merely cemented our disbelief, and the victory of that 
movement was the beginning of an open, comprehensive political struggle 
for national liberation, accompanied by obvious belittling of the relative 
influence of Church and religion in the life of the nation [Жечев 1980: 17].

Those words of a twentieth century scholar, who was the first to 
stand up for Christian values in communist Bulgaria, form a telling par
allel with the reflection of the revivalist poet Petko Rachev Slaveykov:

Bulgarians will not become Catholics or Protestants, but they will not remain 
Orthodox either! To put it another way. Bulgarians will remain Orthodox 
only in name, but in actual fact – they will be without faith [Славейков 
1860, cited in Жечев 1980: 14–16].

This observation is reminiscent of a similar comment made by 
Hadzhiyski in the interwar period, who wrote about Bulgarian religious 
life in Бит и душевност на нашия народ (The Material and Spiritual Life 
of Our Nation):

Christianity with its ideas and dogmas has had very little impact on the mind
set of the peasantry. The country priest, in order not to break ties with his 
parishioners, was forced to serve popular pagan superstitions more than 
he implemented the provisions of the church councils. The situation was 
different in the cities. Thanks to the easy availability of religious literature 
and higher intellectual standards, combined into a remarkable mixture 
with ancient superstition, Christian dogma held a more prominent place 
in the minds of the townspeople [Хаджийски 1974: 481].
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This attitude towards the Orthodox Church, as seen by Bulgarians 
themselves, appears to have been conditioned by two types of pragmatism. 
One drew on the patriotic “great tradition,” invented to serve the idea of 
the nation; the other drew on the “little tradition,” in the sense of syncretic 
folk religiosity confined within the framework of magical thinking, whose 
most important characteristic was the belief that ritual practices could 
effectively influence the world.37 This means that the spiritual climate 
described here should not be mistaken for the effects of the nineteenth 
century processes of secularisation affecting Bulgarian society, notably 
its elites, whose representatives were often dubbed the “Voltaireans” 
(волтерианец). Although Voltaire’s writings were not typically well 
known in the nineteenth century, his ideas were nonetheless immensely 
popular, and were propagated mainly by educators (in the early phase of 
the national revival mostly in Greek schools) [Аретов 1995: 189–235]. 
In this case, the Bulgarian “Voltaireans” represented a popular version of 
anticlericalism drawing on the rationalistic tradition within the Enlight
enment. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Voltaire’s authority 
in matters of religion had become replaced by later freethinkers, a fact 
noted at the time by Todor Shishkov, who became involved in a debate 
on Voltaire’s reception in Bulgaria:

[…] in religious matters, which he examined in his article, Voltaire is now 
surpassed by Strauss, Fauerbach, Renan and other talented writers who 
deal with these problems more systematically and competently, as a result 
of which he has been left behind – and is no longer fashionable [cited in 
Аретов 1995: 194].

This late nineteenth century “assault” on collective Bulgarian 
mentality by presenting a reinvented vision of the Bogomils was taking 
place within this fashionable ideology, associated with modernity, ratio
nalism, and rejection of prejudice. The character of that manipulation 
of historical fact is a good object lesson confirming Tzvetan Todorov’s 
observation that

The work of the historian, like every work on the past, never consists solely 
in establishing the facts but also in choosing certain among them as being 
more salient and more significant than others, then placing them in relation 
to one another; now this work of selecting and combining is necessarily 
guided by the search, not for truth, but for the good [Todorov 1995, cited 
in Ricoeur 2004: 86].

 37 I make no claim to offer opinions of my own about the actual religious life of the Bul
garians. Instead, I rely exclusively on ideas on the subject in socially recognised texts.
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Selective cherrypicking of historical facts based on their ideolog
ical expediency for the secular cause was invariably accompanied by 
an anamnesis of the sources of morality.

The earliest text attempting to rehabilitate Bogomilism with a positive 
reappraisal of the movement was За богомилите и протестантите 
в България (On Bogomils and Protestants in Bulgaria, 1884) by Georgi 
Petkov [Г. Петков 1884; cf. Геновски 1934: 33–34], probably the first 
Bulgarian writer to argue that it was precisely their pure and simple way 
of life that attracted followers to the Bogomil and Paulician movements, 
mainly recruited from monks who were devoted to Christ but lacked 
adequate spiritual care. Petkov portrayed Bogomilism as a heresy with 
important consequences for Bulgaria and all of Christendom, empha
sising its superiority over Protestantism, which was making forays 
into Bulgaria at the time (Petkov accused the Protestant missionaries 
of promoting irreligiosity among the Bulgarians) [Геновски 1934: 30]. 
Petkov was one of the few voices that resisted the temptation of simplistic 
analogies. However, Petkov’s ideas on Bogomilism gave rise (possibly 
inadvertently) to similar interpretations from Protestant missionaries. 
As early as 1869, a Methodist missionary named Albert Long gave a talk 
to the Bulgarian community in Constantinople, whose pathosfilled 
ending was an affirmation of Priest Bogomil and of the inner freedom of 
the ancient Bulgarians, which helped them “oppose the spiritual tyranny 
of the papacy” [Лилова 2003: 37]. Long’s text was published in 1870 by 
the poet and national revival activist Petko Slaveikov as a supplement in 
“\Македония,”\ a magazine popular at the time [see Лонг 1870]. The same 
publication also included an article by Naiden Gerov, a Bulgarian Russo
phile, poet and, in later years, Russian diplomat, who supported Long’s 
idea that Bogomilism was indicative of Bulgarian freedom of thought 
[see Геров 1869]. It seems that the political message of both texts, which 
emphasise the “antipapal” character of Bogomilism, can only be under
stood in the context of the ongoing debates on the future of the Church 
in Bulgaria at the time. The Protestant missionary and the spokesman 
for the proRussian faction were probably united in their dislike for 
the papacy and the growing influence of the Catholic Church in Bulgaria.38 
As it turned out, their ideas would fall on fertile soil.

Already in 1899, Nikolai Filipov published a study entitled “Върху 
произхода на богомилството” („On the Origins of Bogomilism” [Филипов 

 38 The establishment of eastern rite Catholic Church institutions in Bulgaria in 1860 
was presumably regarded as a threat. The history of that Church and Russia’s related 
policies are described by Ivan Elenkov [Еленков 2000].
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1899]), highlighting the typological analogies between the Bogomil pos
tulate of a return to the New Testament as the source of ethics on the one 
hand, and the later ideas of the Reformation on the other. Filipov ignores 
the fundamental differences between those two outlooks to portray 
Bogomilism as a protoReformation movement, a conclusion that would 
later be repeated often enough to become commonplace.

On 17 December 1906, M. Panchov gave a talk in “Славянска беседа,” 
a prestigious salon in Sofia that served as the meeting place for Slavophile 
intelligentsia. Although his talk did not go down in history as a signifi
cant cultural event, it contained a series of significant statements about 
the Bogomil movement and deserves some closer attention since it points 
to the emergence of Bulgaria’s image as a melting pot, whose geographical 
location meant that Eastern doctrines on their way to the West would 
reach Bulgaria first [Панчов 1907: 17]. In this sense, Panchov argued, 
Bulgaria was an inescapably heterogeneous place, where Christianity 
could never attain a position of true hegemony. This was conditioned in no 
small way by the politicisation of religion and the policies of the Orthodox 
Church which, according to Panchov, equated the spreading of the Gos
pel with Byzantine influence, inhibiting the emergence of a Bulgarian 
national identity [Панчов 1907: 9]. He offers a strikingly harsh critique 
of the clergy, and gives a positive appraisal of Bogomilism as a reaction 
of the people/nation to the disintegration of Christian values, which they 
were trying to defend:

Such was the original teaching of the Bogomils. We see in it a genuine 
protest against the corruption and the negligence of the official Greek and 
halfGreek clergy; their dogma is naive, but their morality, their concern for 
the people – those far surpass the morality and the activity of the Orthodox 
clergy. One could legitimately regard this teaching as the first reformation 
in the Christian church. It has a direct link to the teachings of Hus, and 
probably also to those of Luther [Панчов 1907: 33].

Although he highlighted the positive aspects of Bogomilism as 
a forerunner of the European Reformation, Panchov was not unaware 
of the negative aspects of the doctrine, whose degeneration he regarded 
as a natural consequence of the failings of human nature. Such integral 
elements of the Bogomil worldview as its blind hatred of any kind of 
authority, lack of patriotism and passivity in the face of danger, he argued, 
not only led to terrible bloodshed during the Turkish conquest of Bulgaria, 
but also, paradoxically, induced the Bogomils to reject their own doctrine. 
Under the pressure of historical circumstances, the Bogomil dislike of 
Orthodox Christianity compelled them to leave their own communities 
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and convert to Islam or Catholicism instead, which Panchov believed 
weakened the nation and perpetuated an attitude of national indifference 
[Панчов 1907: 44].

Nikolai P. Blagoev offered yet another interpretation of Bogomilism 
in a slightly later text entitled Правни и социални възгледи на бого-
милите. Из съчинението „Богомили” (The Legal and Social Views of 
the Bogomils: From the Study “The Bogomils,” [Н. Благоев 1912]). He por
trayed the movement as an unintended outcome of the Christianisation 
of Southern Slavs (who were supposedly indifferent in matters of religion 
and philosophy). Blagoev agreed with Panchov as regard the vitality of 
pagan beliefs in the population, and conjectured that Bogomilism emerged 
as a social movement to restore the democratic social model of the Slavs 
when it became destabilised by the invasion of Byzantine cultural and 
legal norms following Bulgaria’s formal Christianisation. Influenced 
by the marxisant leftwing writer Dimitar Blagoev,39 Nikolai Blagoev 
tied the Bogomil question to tenthcentury agrarian arrangements and 
the situation of the peasantry at the time:

In Bulgaria Bogomilism emerged as a result of the important agrarian issue, 
which made itself felt at the beginning of the tenth century, and which has 
not been fully solved in some areas of Bulgaria to this day. The Bogomils 
defended the small landowners against the encroachments and violence 
of the large landowners, the boyars, and the elders. They strictly followed 
the common legal and social notions, and therefore stubbornly fought against 
the illegitimate Bulgarian rulers [Н. Благоев 1912: 104].

By relegating the problems of Bogomil cosmogony to a position 
of lesser prominence, Blagoev was able to selectively pick facts from 
the movement’s history in such a way as to portray the Bogomils as move
ment for emancipation from all forms of political and spiritual authority 
[Н. Благоев 1912: 28]. His arguments about legal developments in family 
law, property law and penal law were intended to glorify Bogomilism, which 
was portrayed as a utopia of eternal order40 built on the foundations of 
the old Slavic democratic systems. On that basis, Blagoev dismissed any 
connections between the Bogomils and the Western European heresies, 
interpreting the movement as a local phenomenon related to the Bosnian 
patareni, who were similarly hostile to the institution of the Church. 
His argument, bolstered by a broadside volley of quotations, ultimately 
reduced the problem to the agrarian question, a topical political concern in 

 39 See p. 76.
 40 For a discussion of the concept of utopias of eternal order see Szacki 2000: 111–130.
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Bulgaria at the time.41 In a 1923 article “Беседата против богомилите” 
(„A Speech Against the Bogomils” [Н. Благоев 1923]) Nikolai Blagoev took 
his exercise in crude ideological shoehorning even further to argue that 
Bogomilism was not actually a heresy, but rather a political movement of 
people dissatisfied with the authorities: false accusations of heresy, like 
those of Presbyter Cosmas or Tsar Boril in the Synodic, were apparently 
concocted to defuse a political threat. In a mix of Slavophilic tendencies 
and conspiracy theories, Blagoev’s interpretation essentially accused 
the Orthodox Church of historical forgery.

The temptation of missionism entailed in the paradigm of Bulgarian 
culture and literary tradition as an elder among the Slavic nations turned 
out to be too strong to be jettisoned in favour of a cult of locality. In his 
1916 book България в миналото (Bulgaria in the Past), Dimitar Mishev 
reengaged with the thesis that Bogomilism was an antiByzantine move
ment predicated on the traditions of Slavic democratism (a thesis which 
by that point had become legitimised in the literature of the subject) 
[Мишев 1916: 63]. At the same time, he joined the camp of believers in 
the movement’s protoReformation and cosmopolitan elements. This 
made it possible to place Bogomilism within European history alongside 
Lutheranism, Calvinism or Hussitism.

In later interpretations, the concept of Bogomilism was becoming 
increasingly capacious. To Mishev, the movement was the original source 
of some of the ideas current at the time, such as pacifism, women’s rights or 
respect for human life. He also attributed to Bogomilism all of the achieve
ments and contributions of the Orthodox tradition, including the enormous 
reach of Bulgarian writings, comparable to the rival Slavia Orthodoxa 
Cyrillianitas. As interpreted by Mishev, Bogomil writings had ultimately 
taken on the characteristics of a literature of moral protest, and as such 
they were a kind of antidote to the complexes caused by the absence of 
such writings in the period of Turkish occupation. Moreover, he argued, 
the influence of the Bogomil rebellion radiated out through all of Europe, 
preparing the intellectual ground for a spiritual transformation of mankind 
[Мишев 1916: 97–103]. With this argument, Mishev and his predecessors 

 41 Boris Pashev recycled the strategy of using Bogomilism for the purposes of politi
cal propaganda in 1947. His pamphlet Богомилското учение и съвременен аграризъм 
(The Bogomil Teaching and Modern Agrarism, published by the peasant party) connected 
the Bogomil tradition with the party’s political strategies at the time. In emphasising 
the progressive nature of that movement, Pashev portrayed Priest Bogomil as the father of 
modern reforms, essentially attributing to him a leftwing political programme complete 
with the idea of farmers’ collectives (sic), which he believed helped Bulgarians survive 
the period of Turkish occupation.
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were essentially reversing the “selfcolonisation” (Kiosev’s term) of Bulgar
ian culture; if anything, Bulgaria was now being portrayed as an animator 
of an ideological colonisation of the European continent.

One work that indirectly contributed to perpetuating this form 
of memory about Bogomilism was Yordan Ivanov’s abovementioned 
Богомилски книги и лигенди (1925), an anthology of Bogomil writings 
with serious scholarly commentary that was quite innovative in its day. 
Although Ivanov remained true to his sources, his authoritative appraisal 
of Bogomil values in the preface contributed to legitimising the notion 
that the movement was an avantgarde of progressive ideas in Europe:

Bogomilism stirred the minds of medieval men; it forced Catholicism to 
come to its senses and to cure its own decay; it caused […] the Albigensian 
Crusade […] it resulted in the founding of the powerful Dominican order; it 
prompted the establishment of the most horrible institution of the Church of 
Rome – the Inquisition; under its ashes, the Reformation movement was born, 
with its associated religious liberties and human rights [Иванов 1925: 48].

Ivanov described the Bulgarian translation of The Secret Book of 
the Cathars (arguably correctly) as the most important Bogomil text, 
identifying and documenting the connection between the Cathars and 
the Bogomils to Bulgarian readers. But even though Ivanov offered 
a credible reconstruction of the provenance of Bulgarian Bogomilism and 
its extensive connections with other gnostic systems, his preface upheld 
the intuitions of earlier writers concerning the Bogomil moral code. 
A more detailed analysis of the Cathar Prayerbook (which he published 
in a bilingual version) could have led Ivanov to different conclusions, but 
it proved not to be the case.42

Nikola Filipov’s 1929 study Произход и същност на богомилството 
(The Origins and Nature of Bogomilism) would merely restate the the
sis that Bogomilism was a movement of fundamental importance to 
Europe. Filipov framed his comments (in imitation of the Russian writer 
A. N. Vesolovski) in the spirit of Slavic missionism,43 portraying Bogomi
lism as first intellectual “gift of the Slavic world for Europe,” predating 
Jan Hus [Филипов 1929: 33]. In his later book Богомилството (произход 
и същност) (Bogomilism: Its Origins and Essence, 1941) Filipov devoted 
more space to an analysis of Bogomilism as a syncretic gnostic system 

 42 See pp. 31–32.
 43 I use the term “missionism” in the sense of Iwona Massaka: “The nature of missionism 
is a nation’s conviction that its achievements, history, culture and religion (as an important 
part of that culture) are more valuable or original than the history, culture and religion 
of other nations” [Massaka 2001: 16].



74 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

[Филипов 1941: 30], however, he emphasised the socialpolitical character 
of the movement, highlighting those elements that he found particularly 
germane in view of modern developments, such as the return to the Slavic 
traditions of familial and tribal democracy that eliminated social inequal
ity. His outlook on Bogomilism was characterised by an optimistic atti
tude towards political utopia [Филипов 1941: 37]. Filipov’s reflections 
also included the problem of the interrupted tradition. He believed that 
the Turkish occupation put an end to the natural development of Bogom
ilism as a political and religious formation:

At that time, we experienced a massive transformation in terms of the histor
ical development of our nation, which severed the ties to our past, arrested 
normal development, and had a considerable impact on the nation’s soul. 
New interest and concerns, new longings and passions emerged among 
the people; and the new experiences largely smoothed over the memory of 
the past [Филипов 1941: 38].

In a sense, Filipov was addressing the problem of a tradition under
going change through forgetting. In his interpretation, the Ottoman rule 
resulted in the extinction of the Bogomil tradition, seen as the core of 
Bulgarian cultural identity. His argument was a de facto endorsement 
of the heretical identity that became at one point lost by the Bulgarians.

A similar line of interpretation was taken by Ivan Klincharov, who 
held the destruction of Bogomilism responsible for the sterility of Bul
garian culture before 1800:

Following the destruction of Bogomilism, Bulgarian culture lost its contents 
for centuries, as a result of which it remained a monotonous steppe until 
the early nineteenth century [Клинчаров 1927: 163].

Similarly influenced by Vesolovsky, Klincharov looked for evidence 
of intellectual potential in the Bogomil movement, primarily looking for 
signs of its influence on European literature. In a transparently aggran
dising gesture, Klincharov’s primary example was Book XII of Inferno 
from The Divine Comedy, where he argued Dante was relying on the Gospel 
of Nicodemus, and Book XXXII of Purgatorio, which he claimed betrayed 
the influence of the apocryphal book On the Tree of the Cross.44

 44 In the book Великобългарски светоглед (The Great Bulgarian Worldview), Sheytanov 
recycled the idea of Bogomil influence on Dante. He believed that Dance used a piece of 
apocrypha entitled The Wanderings of the Mother of God through Torments [Шейтанов 
1940: 186]. The continued strength of this interpretive idea is apparent in the book by 
G. Vasilev, Български богомилски и апокрифни представи в английската средновековна 
култура (Образът на Христос Орач в поемата на Уйлям Лангланд “Видението на 
Петър Орача”) (Bulgarian Bogomil and Apocryphal Representations in Medieval English 
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Klincharov did not marginalize the social and economic aspects of 
the Bogomil rebellion, and took pains to curate its image as a revolutionary 
democratic movement [Клинчаров 1927: 158]. Citing the Russian scholar 
Osokin, he endorsed the idea that Bogomilism was a phenomenon “of 
worldwide importance,” and argued that by introducing “the republican 
leanings of [their] internationalist communism,” the Bogomils revealed 
themselves as modern politicians with a remarkable positive intellectual 
potential [Клинчаров 1927: 161–162].

As this demonstrated, the apotheosis of the Bogomils relied on 
an exaggerated impression of their European impact and an affirmation 
of Bogomil ethics. Already in the early decades of the twentieth century 
the Bogomils were being portrayed as exemplars of morality in texts by 
Mikhail Genovski, Ivan Kepov and Nikola Filipov, among others:

The Bogomilian movement with its moral norms comes to restore the lost 
faith, to ensure the selfpreservation of a disheartened nation [Генов
ски 1934: 33–34].

It is the Bogomils who are the nation’s bearers of not just the Christian 
principles of brotherhood and equality, but of social justice, truth and peace 
[Кепов 1938: 73].

[F]or us the Bogomil ideal of life is clear: a simple, modest and pure life, 
curbing the needs of the body, favouring the spiritual over the material, 
moral rigorousness [Филипов 1941: 35].

In the comments quoted above, the focus on an idealised picture of 
the Bogomil ethical code overshadows reflection on the actual nature 
of Bogomilism as a moderate form of neoManichaean gnosis or the implica
tions of the answers it gave to the problem of the nature of evil. As a result, 
all those dramatic attempts to conceptualise an ideal model of the homo 
bulgaricus ethicus inevitably led into intellectual quicksands, forcing writ
ers to embrace fable, as every question about the past led to the invention 
of a different vision of history. This was illustrated in a quintessential form 
by Какво е дал българинът на другите народи (What the Bulgarians Gave 
to Other Nations, 1938), a heartwarming book of patriotic reassurance 
by the Bulgarian Freemason Stilian Chilingirov [Чилингиров 1938], who 
picked his historical facts carefully to portray Bogomilism as a progressive 
social movement that gave rise to all of Europe’s reformist and anticlerical 
movements, complete with the French Revolution (sic):

Culture (the Image of Christ the Plowman in William Langland’s “Piers Plowman”) [Г. Василев 
2001]), in which Vasilev seeks to identify traces of Bogomil cosmogony in medieval English 
poetry. The book became the basis for Vasilev’s doctoral thesis.
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It will be no exaggeration to say that the slogan “equality, brotherhood, free
dom,” under which the French started and conducted their revolution, and 
with which they tried to transform the relationships between individuals, 
social classes and nations – is our slogan. It will remain an eternal dream of 
humanity, it will survive as a signpost pointing to the true Christian path on 
earth, thanks to the genius of the Bulgarians – its creators, disseminators and 
enlighteners. It threw light on Christ’s path with the blood of thousands and 
thousands Bulgarian martyrs who ventured out into the world to establish a new 
order among the people and new justice on earth [Чилингиров 1938: 39–40].

Chilingirov, who endorsed the notion of Slavic missionism in the move
ment, highlighted the positives of Bogomilism as a kind of reformed Christian
ity which had turned away from the Church (the source of moral corruption), 
and embraced a mission of bringing authentic humanist values to mankind. 
Thus, Bogomilism could be regarded as Bulgaria’s cultural alibi: a ticket of 
admission to join the club of Europe’s enlightened nations.45

Marxist writers were projecting a similar function on the movement. 
The first to propose this line of interpretation was the socialist leader 
Dimitar Blagoev in Принос към историята на социализма в България 
(A Note on the History of Socialism in Bulgaria, 1906). His outlook is sociolog
ical, interpreting Bogomilism as a spontaneous, grassroots neoChristian 
movement aiming to restore and propagate in Europe the early Christian 
structures of communal living based on social equity [Д. Благоев 1906], 
which found approval with Marxist historiographers despite their general 
detestation of the Church (whether Catholic or Protestant). The ideologues 
of the Bulgarian left regarded Bogomil communities as deliberate attempts 
to restitute the early Christian institution of the commune, meaning that 
this particular aspect of the Bulgarian past could be treated as part of 
the history of Europe’s progressive social movements.

Ironically, writers fascinated with Nietzsche’s philosophy were similarly 
attracted to this kind of Enlightenment progressivism. In Нашият народ 
(Our Nation, 1923), Anton Strashimirov, a writer with a good understanding 
of the specific nature of gnostic thinking, highlighted the spiritual aspi
rations of the Bogomils and their emphasis on transcendence, portraying 
them as Nietzschean heroes endowed with superhuman strength:

We, the Bulgarians, countered this with an equally bloody individualism: 
Bogomilism. It was not a helpless mysticism of an unviable tribe, but rather 
a remarkably daring zeal wishing to capture the full experience of antiquity, 
and through the wisdom thus attained to move beyond the imperfection of 

 45 An interesting aspect of that “mission” has recently been revealed by Piotr Czarnecki 
[2013].
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earthly existence. It was a heated flight – a surging of power and will – to 
follow that which is unattainable and unearthly […] [Страшимиров 1923: 24].

As interpreted by Strashimirov, this soaring spiritual flight, which 
produced growth elsewhere in Europe, caused political catastrophe in 
Bulgaria. The clash of Bogomilism and Islam resulted in a disastrous 
collapse of values and the fall of the nation, which Strashimirov compared 
to the tragedy of Zarathustrianism in Persia:

Many a thinker today traces the beginnings of the European Reformation 
to Bulgarian Bogomilism, which indeed holds all of its elements to become 
the starting point for centuries’ worth of philosophical developments. This 
Bulgarian contribution to panEuropean life has cost us our political exis
tence. […] The clash of Islam with Bulgarian Bogomilism is a tragedy equal 
to that inflicted on Zoroastrianism in Persia [Страшимиров 1923: 25].

At this level of generalisation, Bogomil spirituality came to be treated 
not just as an alternative to the Christian tradition, but as the nation’s 
only appropriate tradition, whose loss led to the loss of Bulgarian identity, 
and whose greatness can only be seen today in the European heritage 
it helped to produce.

The traumatic need to make the Bulgarians part of the universal 
system dictated the need of ideological compromise; in Strashimirov’s 
case, the thenfashionable cult of individualism and hermeticism was 
coupled with an endorsement of the monolinear vision of history, all 
in the service of boosting the persuasive function of the message that 
glorified the nation as a carrier of values of fundamental importance to 
European culture. A similar ideological eclecticism marked the ideas of 
Naiden Sheytanov, a Bulgarian philosopher educated in Germany active in 
the interwar period, who identified the greatness of the Bogomil heresy 
with its open anticlericalism, progressivism and global impact:

And in this heretical realm, we, Bulgarians are leaders on a European scale. 
Our Bogomilism lies at the foundations of the Reformation within the Cath
olic Church. In terms of its doctrine of equality between men and women, it 
anticipates – indeed inspires – the cult of the lady in medieval France, and 
the subsequent struggle for equal rights for women. According to the Vien
nabased researcher Leo Seifert, Bogomilism played a much greater role, not 
only in the history of European culture and religion, but also in sociopoliti
cal history. Initially, Seifert argues, Bogomilism came up with the slogan of 
struggle against papal authority. Later, however, its religious nature turned 
into ideology whose modifications and expansions transform the face of 
modern and current Europe. Thus a Bulgarian cultural achievement takes 
on the scale of a major motive force of history on our continent, and even in 
the puritanical North America [Шейтанов 1937: 983–984].
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Inspired by Nietzsche’s philosophy, Sheytanov called for a revival of 
pagan and gnostic traditions to counterbalance Christian universalism, 
which he openly despised [Димитрова 1996: 83–86] and held responsi
ble for a number of social ills, including the decline of the vital powers of 
the nation. In his search for a formula capable of overcoming the Bulgar
ian “spirit of negation” he turned to Bogomilism as a source of spiritual 
power whereby the passive evangelical simple folk could rediscover their 
inner rebellious heretic. In his plans, the new Bulgarian religion in its 
most perfect form would amount to a syncretic type of neoBogomilism 
combining old Bogomil ideas with neoDyonisianism, neoOrphism and 
the folklore tradition. The role of this original national religion of the future 
would be to unite the Bulgarians and to make them rally around the idea 
of Great Bulgaria [Шейтанов 1937]. In his later book Великобългарски 
светоглед (The Great Bulgarian Worldview, 1940) [Шейтанов 1940: 134], 
Sheytanov’s views devolved into open chauvinism fashioned in reference 
to the pagan tradition.46 Combined with his pseudoscientific arguments 
based on a logic of bricolage and (often erroneous) etymologies of selected 
conceptual keywords, Sheytanov’s associative mode of thinking formed 
a creative strategy that made it possible to draw connections between 
distant ideological elements. The hyperbolical portrayal of Bulgaria as 
the meeting place of great pagan cultures served to glorify the nation’s 
folk tradition, portrayed as the Balkan breeding ground of European 
spirituality, including the Germanic ideology of national socialism.47 
Beginning in the late nineteenth century, Bulgarian representatives of 
neognostic worldviews would increasingly invoke this particular insight, 
which I discuss in more detail in the following chapter.

Zagorchin’s “Utopia of the Order”?
One notable piece of reflection of the place of Bogomilism in Bulgarian 
history was Ден последен, ден господeн (The Last Day – God’s Day, 
1931–1934) a historical novel by Stoian Zagorchinov that encapsu

 46 For more information on the neopagan sources of national socialism, see Haack 1999; 
GoodrickClarke 1985.
 47 Not unjustifiably, Sheytanov identifies common ground with Nazism in the shared 
rejection of the Judaic tradition: “Not only is the language of this heresy Bulgarian, but 
also the Bogomil theology rejects the Old Testament of Christianity as a book sacred to 
the Jews only. This idea is embraced, for instance, by the German National Socialism a mere 
one thousand years after us! Redundant proof of the ideological primacy of the legendary 
Balkan!” [Шейтанов 1940: 193].
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lates the progressivist views on the matter. Like Vazov, Zagorchinov 
looks at the spiritual, social and political life of Bulgaria on the eve of 
the Turkish invasion. Although the novel focuses mostly on plebeian 
life, it presents a broad panorama of the period. It traces the roots of 
the disintegration of communal ties and of the collapse of the state to 
numerous complex conflicts. Along with this reflection on the roots 
of evil in the world he also offers thoughts on the chances of its repair 
[see Dąbek Wirgowa 1980: 268].

This is reflected in the way Bogomilism functions in the novel as 
a social utopia. Although the movement does not feature prominently 
in the story, the ideas promoted by the Bogomils (the struggle against 
evil, the construction of a state to ensure general happiness) are of key 
importance to the story arc. Hidden inside the novel’s adventure story, 
the narrative of the Bogomil survival projects was a voice in a debate 
on the heresy’s place in Bulgarian history. Zagorchinov’s position is not 
straightforward. Though clearly influenced by the myth of Bogomilism 
as the ultimate source of the idea of progress, the writer was far from 
creating a monolithic vision of the movement; in his interpretation, 
Bogomilism is a multifaceted construct influenced in complex ways 
by other heresies, flourishing in great number in Bulgaria in the period 
immediately preceding the Turkish invasion.

To outline the ideological assumptions of the Bogomils, Zagorchi
nov uses Подялба на света между Бога и дявола (The World Divided 
Between God and the Devil), a Bogomil folk legend anthologised by Yordan 
Ivanov as Item 6 [Иванов 1925: 337–338]. In the legend, Satan (called 
Zerzevul based on another legend, Зеpзевул),48 was initially God’s friend 
and companion created out of God’s shadow. For this reason, God was at 
first untroubled when Zerzevul asked to divide the world into two parts. 
Then the devil violated the terms of the compact by usurping God’s part, 
namely heaven and the living people [Иванов 1925: 316]. As interpreted 
by the perfect ones (Bogomil teachers) in the novel, this open conflict 
between God and his demonic shadow continues, though it no longer 
involves people. To bring this struggle to a positive conclusion it is nec
essary to defeat those who have given themselves to the devil: the tsar, 
the boyars, the Church hierarchs. All good people should get involved in 
the struggle and rally around God, who is trying to restore the world’s 
original unity and to free the earth from Beelzebub’s dominion: “Just as 
God at once time sent Zerzevul to eternal torment, so it is now time for 

 48 According to Ivanov, this folk articulation of the name of Beelzebub is also found in 
the Greek vernacular [Иванов 1925: 380].
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the tsars and the boyars, those minions and allies of Satan, to be thrown 
into the abyss of hell” [Иванов 1925: 317].

In Zagorchinov’s novel, Bogomil cosmogony appears in a somewhat 
modified form. Its moderate dualism, hopeful of the ultimate victory of 
God’s spirit over demonic matter, is replaced by a dichotomous vision of 
the world where order can only be restored by eradicating Satan’s servants. 
In this interpretation, matter was created by God, and although it has been 
given over to evil, it can still hope to be redeemed. The chaos surrounding 
moral values is revealed to be the product by a powersharing arrange
ment which is disadvantageous to mankind and the world. Zagorchinov’s 
novel does not offer any straightforward answers about the likelihood 
of such success. The hayduk avenger Momchil (a highwayman and folk 
hero), whom the Bogomils elect as their leader, dies in combat before his 
credibility as a man of power can stand the ultimate test.

The Bogomils are facing a dire threat: a Church council has been 
convened against them. Zagorchinov portrays them as an internally 
fragmented group with vacillating members who are prone to conversion. 
The faction that calls for revenge on the rich and a struggle for a just state 
on earth is just one ideological option among many:

Let’s do what Bogdan said: set the boyars’ towers on fire and flee into 
the woods […]. If we can smash the Tsar’s army, we can elect Momchil as 
tsar, so we put our man on the throne [Загорчинов 1979: 426].49

Tomorrow, when Satanael and his minions are exiled to eternal torment and 
the Kingdom of Heaven comes on earth, when truth and peace will reign 
in the world and it will not be as it is now […]. This is the kingdom that we, 
the Bogomils, are waiting for. We proclaim it to the Christians. Your God is 
our God, and you are a brother to the Bogomils [Загорчинов 1979: 332].

[…] the present kingdom belongs to Satanael; it will fall, and another one will 
come: the kingdom of God – without the boyars, without serfs [Загорчинов 
1979: 333].

A second group is made up of conformists who favour a strategy of 
blending in. To them, the ultimate value consists in physical survival 
through mimicry:

Whatever we do, brothers, our fate is always the same. It is better to sit qui
etly. God willing, better times might come. If you are forced to go to church, 
do not resist. Just recite the Lord’s Prayer in your mind, and fast afterwards. 
[…] It does not behoove one to kiss Christ’s disgrace [the cross – G.S.G.] […], 

 49 I quote from an edition published after World War II, in which the title was changed 
by removing the subtitle.
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but if they compel you, kiss it, and repeat in your mind: “Forgive me, Lord, 
that I kissed Satan!” [Загорчинов 1979: 426–427].

The third group comprises the hedonists, who are prepared to dis
card the gnostic abhorrence of the body to experience erotic ecstasy, 
masquerading as a mystical experience:

Little by little, men joined them as well, including a young Bogomil man 
whom the women undressed, tearing up the knots and button holes in his 
clothes with their teeth and nails [Загорчинов 1979: 430].

Ultimately, only the perfect ones are a small set of people who are 
equally opposed to all of those projects including the struggle, the idea of 
world restoration, survival at any cost or carnal substitutes for true spiri
tuality. They are prepared to embrace martyrdom to free themselves from 
the oppressive prison of matter, and to return to the house of the Father:

Satan created the body, he also created strength, and the sword is a weapon 
of strength […] We are strong with the strength of truth, strength of spirit 
which is locked within the body. Whoever strikes another with his right hand, 
he is calling Satan to help, he is defending his body [Загорчинов 1979: 428].

In Литература и исторически мит (Literature and Historical 
Myth, 2002), Ogniana GeorgievaTeneva points out how Zagorchinov 
was not so much trying to create psychological depth for his charac
ters, as to demonstrate the social consequences of their moral outlooks 
[ГеоргиеваТенева 2002: 150–151]. This applies in particular to Mom
chil, a character constructed in the mould of a mythological hero cum 
romantic lover. Zagorchinov portrays the Bogomil rationalisations of 
evil as products of errant reason, trying and failing to make sense of 
the tragic experience of the human condition. Among the elites, the effort 
to find a way out of the oppressive life in this world takes on the form of 
spiritual nonconformism that produces escapism and an aestheticised 
passivity towards evil. In the novel, this stance appears to be unaccept
able at the egalitarian level. The gnostic vision becomes transformed in 
the minds of the actual leaders of the people, who are guided by practical 
reason and mindful of the material needs of the flock. Mystical dualism 
turns into a clearcut distinction between “us” and “them,” “friend” and 
“foe,” as complex ascetic strategies for frustrating Satan’s designs are 
replaced by a pragmatic approach aimed at producing quick results in 
the here and now. Though dressed up in religious costume, the populist 
slogans ultimately rally the community around the banner of prosperous 
existence. In Zagorchinov’s novel, the utopia of the order with its promise 
of a new society seems to be doomed to fail.





2
OCCULTIST ATTEMPTS 
TO REVITALISE BOGOMILISM

Standing in strange contrast to this fierceness is the tol
erance shown by the Bulgarians to other beliefs and 
religions […]. Why […] not turn for illustrations of this 
phenomenon to the same qualities of the Bulgarian 
spirit that centuries ago produced Bogomilism? […] 
True, the Bulgarians today are not the same as they 
were in the times of Tsar Simeon and Tsar Samuel; but 
this only goes to show that certain mental character
istics, which favour theosophic production, remain 
unchanged even in the face of changes to national 
character [Grzegorzewski 1883: 25–28].

An updated variant of the concept of the Bulgarian cultural mission 
(engendered by a combination of the ideologised memory of Bogomilism, 
the Enlightenment idea of progress, and the myth that the Bulgarians were 
cultural elders among the Slavic nations) was also present in Theosophy. 
Its nineteenth century heyday, coinciding with general religious revival, 
was a challenge to the belief, inherited from the rationalist elements of 
the Enlightenment, that religion would ultimately atrophy and disappear. 
In the modernist period, the search for new ways to restore the element 
of the sacred to the cosmos without having to rely on the ideological 
offerings of institutional religion was taking place in the context of unprec
edented levels of intellectual exchange and communication. The height
ened activity of various missionary movements worldwide [Bell 1978: 
29–55] (including Evangelicals and Methodists in the Bulgarian context), 
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coupled with the emergence of religious studies and systematic research 
into folklore, unavoidably produced a number of unpredictable popular 
misconceptions so characteristic of the nineteenth century. Research
ers associate the period’s crude and mechanical ideological syncretism 
and its simplistic analogies with increased levels of personal mobility 
and superficial perceptions of the scientific advancements of the time. 
In the absence of a stable unifying centre, the search for ideological 
inspiration turned to areas outside of Christian spirituality, indicating 
a fascination with exoticism, a weariness with the dogmas enforced by 
institutional churches, and a yearning for hierophany that the churches 
were no longer capable of providing. The nineteenth century was also 
marked by a growing fascination with “underground” historical religions 
(such as ancient mysteries or esoteric schools) which, though never gone 
completely, were now definitively attracting renewed interest. In Europe, 
occultism left the narrow confines of secret societies to gain a wider rec
ognition thanks to the efforts of Alphonse Louis Constant. Better known 
as Eliphas Lévi, he was a member of several secret societies in France and 
England (including the Rosicrucians and the Freemasons), whose short 
book Histoire de la magie (1859) gained an immense popularity in its day 
[see Prokopiuk 2000; Eliade 1976: 49]. In the United States, Spiritualism 
(a crude variant of mysticism) was made popular by the Fox sisters in 
the state of New York [see Klimowicz 1992: 7; Wasylewski 1958: 37]. Some 
people treated spiritualism as a form of entertainment to fill the spiritual 
vacuum, others, as noted by Eliade, used occultism as a powerful weapon 
against Christianity:

they reject the official contemporary religion, ethics, social mores, and 
aesthetics. Some of them are not only anticlerical, like most of the French 
intelligentsia, but antiChristian; they refuse, in fact, all the JudeoChris
tian values as well as the GrecoRoman and Renaissance ideals. They have 
become interested in the Gnostic and other secret groups, not only for their 
precious occult lore, but also because such groups have been persecuted 
by the Church. (…) From Baudelaire to André Breton, involvement with 
the occult represented for the French literary and artistic avantgarde one 
of the most efficient criticisms and rejections of the religious and cultural 
values of the West – efficient because it was considered to be based on 
historical facts [Eliade 1976: 52–53].

Bell was even more emphatic, pointing out that although the founda
tions of modernism were undeniably nihilistic, modernist aestheticism 
paradoxically sacralised art, whose role was to satisfy the deepest, 
often demonic needs of humanity triggered by hidden instincts that 
religion taught to hold in check. As in some ecstatic mysteries, the inten
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tion of aestheticism was to achieve the sublime through depravation 
[Bell 1978: 10].

In this sense, the proliferation of nineteenthcentury occult and eso
teric societies (which by that time were becoming increasingly exoteric) 
played a kind of educational role. The associative mode of Theosophist 
thinking focused mainly on the search for a common denominator shared 
by all the religions available to human knowledge. The worldview thus 
constructed was characterised by a superficial syncretism based on 
overinterpretations of cherrypicked elements of the various component 
systems. Those modern ideological configurations differed markedly 
from their gnostic predecessors in that they took an optimistic outlook 
on the human condition,1 primarily because they replaced the old dual
ism with more conceptually diffuse axiological concepts (characteristic 
of modern religion [Bellah 1964]), and propagated the idea of individual 
and collective renewal (renovatio) within a resacralised natural world 
[Eliade 1976: 75–78].

The interest in occultism, spiritualism and esoteric teachings (which 
in 1900s and 1910s Bulgaria had been limited to small groups of initiates) 
turned into a mass fascination with mysticism and gnosis that swept 
the Bulgarian intelligentsia of the 1920s [Атанасова 1999: 373]. Three 
independent schools remained active until the 1950s: the spiritualists, 
organised since 1902 as the Sofia Lodge of the Theosophic Society [В. Геор
гиев 1986: 24–28] (who launched their own journal, the Теософски преглед 
in 1904), members of Lucy Gregory’s Bahá’í community,2 and the White 
Brotherhood of Peter Deunov (from 1901) [В. Георгиев 1986: 25]. Their 
doctrines, focused as they were on spiritual renewal and social reform, 
proved to be an attractive ideological proposition in the early decades 
of the twentieth century.

The Theosophic Version: the Magi
The earliest polemical reaction of the modernist generation to Vazov’s 
concepts of Bogomilism was Богомилски легенди (The Bogomil Legends) 
by Nikolai Rainov (1912). Published anonymously, it quickly attracted 

 1 Not coincidentally, as Eliade noted, the most incisive critique of those formations came 
from René Guénon, a convert to Islam and former gnostic, who questioned the authenticity 
of their teachings, particularly those of Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society or his contem
porary pseudoRosicrucians.
 2 A mystical movement within Shi’a Islam; present in Bulgaria since 1928 (based in 
Varna).
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readers, but the hermetic nature of the text first soon gave it an aura of 
mystery and then, ultimately, led to its dismissal. The sense of impene
trability of Rainov’s early prose must have been widespread: one con
temporary scholar dismissed it as an attractively packaged set of empty 
signifiers. Trendafilov dismissed Rainov as an intellectual imposter trying 
to dazzle readers by posing as an exotic magus, an attitude he interpreted 
in psychoanalytical terms as being symptomatic of Rainov’s complexes 
[Трендафилов 1991: 80–83]. He regarded Rainov as a trickster whose 
ambiguous position in Bulgarian literature was based on the critical 
defences of his work on the one hand, and their quick devaluation in 
the eyes of the reading public on the other. Vladimir Trendafilov attributed 
the critical justifications of Rainov’s work to the Bulgarian complex of 
their inferiority to European culture, mistakenly regarded in Bulgaria 
as a monolithic construct [Трендафилов 1991: 86–87, 90], and he inter
preted the quick waning of popular interest in Rainov’s work as a defensive 
reaction of a national culture confronted with an amateur occultist risibly 
posing as a national revival leader and taking his educational mission 
(of sorts) altogether too seriously [Трендафилов 1991: 39].3 Trendafilov 
acknowledged Rainov’s contribution to the development of a Bulgarian 
artistic language, an opinion shared by many, but he dismissed Rainov’s 
ideological discourse as sterile and imitative of the apocryphal tradition 
and Nietzsche’s philosophy:

What he achieves is merely an attempt at imitation, not accidentally at 
that – neither road tolerates imitations […] Actually, Rainov puts on airs 
and graces with his secrets and his wisdom, but at no point does he achieve 
any depth [Трендафилов 1991: 67–68].

At the opposite extreme from Trendafilov, who failed to understand 
the associative mode of Theosophic thinking, were the interpretations of 
Edvin Sugarev. In an essay on Rainov’s works [Сугарев 1989: 9], Sugarev 
created the literary myth of Rainov as a spiritual giant with superhuman 
creative powers, immediately apparent from his remarkable productiv
ity alone.4 According to Sugarev, Rainov’s works were characterised by 
unprecedented levels of erudition compared to the general Bulgarian 
cultural context of his time. Unable to unlock the hidden meanings of 

 3 “This means that our national culture is actually defending itself against the phe
nomenon that is Nikolai Rainov, and refuses to accept it, fearing that this alien element, 
once planted in its soil, will break it open from within” [Трендафилов 1991: 39].
 4 By the end of World War I, Rainov had followed his first book (1912) with seven 
more books, followed by short stories, a play, two collections of poems, fairy tales and 
a 12volume study of art.
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the texts, his readers fell victim to cultural misunderstanding as Rainov’s 
texts went straight over their heads [Сугарев 1989: 10].

It must be conceded that Rainov was a remarkably erudite writer, 
commanding a knowledge not only of history, art, classical philosophy or 
mythology, but also of esoteric topics, Christian and Jewish mysticism, 
the hermetic tradition of the Renaissance, alchemy, and various forms 
of Gnosticism [see Врина 1995].5 Rainov’s fascination with occultism 
dates back to his years in a theological seminary. Combining an excellent 
knowledge of the Bible with surreptitious study of esoteric journals, 
Rainov quickly became an eminent authority on occult knowledge, appar
ent from the various roles he played over a number of years. Between 
1924 and 1933, he headed “Oрфей,” a paraMasonic Theosophical lodge, 
edited the Theosophical periodicals Зорница and Oрфей (1924–1926), 
and worked to popularise his ideas though talks and publications includ
ing Мистицизъм и безверие (Mysticism and Unbelief, 1925), Науката 
теософията (The Doctrine Against Theosophy, 1926), Ремкеанство 
и теософия (Remkeanism and Theosophy, 1926). He edited and trans
lated a series of pamphlets published as the “Theosophical Library,” and 
owned a large collection of occult and Kabbalist writings, which would 
later be used by Lyudmila Zhivkova in her dual capacity as Minister of 
Culture in socialist Bulgaria and an adept of the occult (see Chapter 3). 
From 1929, Rainov was also a member of the Masonic Lodge “Parsifal,” 
where he had attained the degree of Master. Between 1934 and 1935,6 he 

 5 This was noted by critics, many of whom presented Rainov as an erudite sage.
“Undoubtedly there is a connection between the epigraphs used by Nikolai Rainov and 
the respective legends. Besides, they contains information about the author’s sources 
of inspiration and preferred readings which he surrounded himself with when writing 
the Bogomil legends. And more than anything, they testify to the internal cohesion and 
essential immediacy of the sources that may appear so varied in the eyes of an unenlightened 
and uninitiated reader. […] Is there any need to comment on the author’s erudition and 
the reader’s ignorance, who can do nothing but fall silent in reverence for this powerful 
knowledge of Anonymous?” [Андрейчева 1989: 52].
Nikolai Rainov’s writings in the early decades of the twentieth century continues to pro
voke a level of scholarly emotion rarely seen in relation to other texts. Perhaps for that 
reason both biographies of Rainovs published in the 1980s [see also Андонова 1980], 
which sought to reconcile the directives of Marxist literary criticism with an impression
istic tone, contribute little to our knowledge of the writer’s oeuvre. An altogether more 
inspiring dialogue came from Trendafilov and Sugarev, published in 1991 by the journal 
Литературна мисъл. Critical interpretations of Rainov’s prose and his position in Bul
garian literary life are closely tied to the critics’ values.
 6 During the period when the infamous State Protection Act in Bulgaria, a piece of 
legislation used to hobble associations and to curb artistic freedoms in Bulgaria, was in 
force.



88 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

published articles on Freemasonry, defending the secret society against 
defamation and persecution [see, among others, Н. Райнов 1933]. He quit 
all such societies in the mid1930s for unknown reasons, possibly out 
of conformism. In the opinion of his son, Bogomil Rainov, he remained 
loyal to Theosophy, and he regarded the Russian Theosophist Nikolai 
Roerich as his greatest master until the end of his life [Б. Райнов 2001, 
see also Сугарев 1991].

Although Rainov’s books appear to bear a loose relationship with 
the life and concerns of his day, they were in fact deeply grounded in 
the ideological dilemmas of the period. His acquiescence with fashion
able esoteric spirituality made him receptive to influences from vari
ous Eastern religions, though he regarded them from the perspective 
of Western spiritual needs. It was also not insignificant that although 
the nineteenthcentury variant of the Theosophical movement took its 
shape in the West, it had been originally established by Helena Blavatsky, 
a woman born into an aristocratic RussoGerman family in Ukraine. Rain
ov’s ideas were also influenced by Russian Slavophilia [see Walicki 2002, 
Н. Димитрова 2002], an intellectual movement with esoteric underpin
nings, which was succeeded in the twentieth century by a number of 
different EuroAsiatic intellectual constructs [Massaka 2001] including 
the NeoGnosis of Nikolai and Elena Roerich [see Stephens 1997: 359–365]. 
Their influence on Rainov, though noted by his biographers [Андрей
чева 1989: 133], has not been studied to date.

Rainov was fascinated with stories filled with ambiguous symbol
ism, and at the time he was writing Богомилски легенди, his views were 
eclectic rather than syncretic.7 Although he may have meant his Bogomil 
Legends to be a hermetic text addressed to a select group of acolytes, his 
plan to draw attention to the Bulgarian Gnostic tradition appears to be 
indicative of his intention to put an end to Bulgaria’s ideological isola
tion, and to domesticate his ideas by presenting them in more familiar 
trappings. In any event, the Bogomil connection existed in name only. 
Given the paucity of sources, the book (despite its title) was in fact 
a pseudoreconstruction of Bogomil cosmogony, tailored to conform to 

 7 At the time of publication the text was treated as a “mosaic” by critics who emphasised 
the decorative qualities of its style [see Милев 1913: 1]. Rainov used some elements from 
esoteric literature of that period as normative constructions for his texts. For instance, 
the legend Трите небеса contains a vision of the seven temples, often found in Jewish 
Merkava mysticism. In Éliphas Lévi’s version (Dogma and Ritual of High Magic, 1861) this 
motif became known in occult circles. Rainov, argues Isabelle Vrinat, used that trope in 
his short story Трите небеса (and later vulgarized Papus’s 1892 The Kabbalah), reworked 
in the modernist literary style.
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the associative logic of nineteenthcentury comparative religious studies. 
Rainov ignored Jireček’s moderate opinion on Bogomil dualism, and 
favoured instead the opinion that Bogomilism was the crowning point 
of Eastern dualism, a universal syncretic philosophy that combined and 
reconciled all ideological contradictions.8

 In the essay “‘Богомилски легенди’ от Николай Райнов. Алего
рично резюме на западния езотеризъм от ХIХ век. Един модерен 
апокриф” (“Nikolai Rainov’s ‘Bogomil Legends.’ An Allegorical Resume 
of Western Esoteric Thought of the Nineteenth Century”),9 the French 
scholar Isabelle Vrinat demonstrates how Rainov adapted the Bogomil 
tradition to align it with the needs of Theosophy at the turn of the nine
teenth and twentieth centuries using the knowledge of Bogomilism 
available at the time, based, among others sources, on Slavic indexes of 
prohibited books (mainly the one discovered by Pypine in 1862). Vrinat 
argues that Rainov must have been familiar with scholarly work on those 
indexes as his Bogomil Legends include literary variations on apocrypha 
classified in those sources, not always accurately, as being of Bogomil 
origin: the story of Adam and Eve (Цар на мрака), Cain (Kaин и Авел), 
Melchizedek (Мелхизедек), Enoch (Трите небеса), Moses (Жрецът на 
Озирис), the Revelation of Ezdra (Видение на Ездра), the legend of Solo
mon (Соломон и Вавкида), and Old Testament texts including the Book of 
Ecclesiastes (Слово на Блажения), the Book of Daniel (Даниел), and two 
parables about Jesus (Исус на планината, Път на звездите). As Vrinat 
notes, it is not coincidental that all those figures had long been known in 
esoteric literature, where they are referred to as Sages, Priests or Magi, 
i.e. bearers of the hermetic tradition.10

Only four of the “legends” in Rainov’s book (Цар на мрака, Каломаин, 
Каин и Авел, Трите небеса) contain actual references to Bogomil apoc
rypha, though not to the Secret Book itself (which remained unpublished 
in Bulgaria until 1925, when it was first anthologized by Y. Ivanov), 
but rather to versions recorded in Euthymius Zigabenus’s Panoplia 
dogmatica11 and Iraeneus’s Adversus haereses [see English translation: Ire
naeus 1872], widely distributed in esoteric circles. Vrinat’s comparative 
close reading isolates the semantic layers of the text, revealing not only 
their provenance but also the internal contradictions in Rainov’s model: 

 8 Similar views were expressed at the time by a number of authors including B. Boev, 
N. Filipov or Ivan Grozev, a poet, Theosophist and Freemason; see Грозев 1925.
 9 See footnote 7.
 10 For more on the subject, see Lévi 1922: 35–52; Butler 1948: 15–86.
 11 The text was published in French in 1865.
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the Kalomain myth of the Byzantine Bogomils meets the Valentinian 
myth, which meets the doctrine of Helena Blavatsky and the feminist 
messianism of the Theosophist Anna Kingsford. The most striking 
demonstration of the internal inconsistency of those texts comes in their 
reflection on the problem of evil and the figure of Lucifer.12 Although 
Rainov imitates gnostic terminology and devotes as much attention to 
Evil and Knowledge as the Bogomil apocrypha, he nevertheless mod
ifies the idea of gnostic dualism, which he views not so much in terms 
of a split or rupture, but rather in terms of connection and harmony 
between good and evil, an underlying idea in the Theosophical concept 
of salvation.13 He refers to the traditional gnostic interpretation of 
Satan as the demonic creator of the material world, only to reconcile it 
with the modernist rehabilitation of Lucifer as the keeper of the keys 
to the temple of knowledge, a creative spirit standing above good and 
evil who refuses to make allowances for the moral consequences of 
its actions. Defined and predetermined by their role as protagonists 
of ideas – pawns in a game they never chose to join, but rather found 
themselves thrust into it – the characters in Богомилски легенди are 
marked by internal contradiction. They question not only themselves 
and their fate, but also the roles assigned to them by mankind’s myth
ological and cultural memory. In the characters of Satanail and his 
son Cain, begotten out of his father’s desire for Eve, Rainov values evil 
(an active force which creates new worlds) more than good (which is 
passive and subordinated to external norms imposed in a topdown 
fashion). According to this Faustian idea, creative evil is only perceived 
as negative when it remains unrecognised. Once recognised as such, it 
becomes a necessary precondition for good – a creative original force 
that in turn animates all creative effort [Сугарев 1989: 18–19].

In Rainov’s writings this modernist, neoRomantic cult of creativity 
and individual creative genius unconstrained by traditional ethical norms 
gradually takes on the conventional form of admiration for the “founding 
fathers.” His collections of short stories Видения из древна България 
(Visions from Ancient Bulgaria, 1918) and Книга за царете (The Book 
of Tsars, 1918), Rainov leaves the territory of gnostic myth, and turns 

 12 This is because his interpretation of Bogomilism views the movement as an Orphic 
tradition; see Грозев 1925: 456.
 13 To nineteenthcentury occultists, Satan – evil incarnate – is a Grand Magus, Guide 
of Light, a creator and destroyer, an agent of liberty, a force of good which may also serve 
evil purposes. Blavatsky interprets Lucifer as a second Logos: Logos in his highest form, 
an enemy in his lowest form.
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instead to a historical canvas in narratives of the great figures who 
had left their mark on Bulgarian history. Among the tsars, their wives 
and lovers we find the figure of Boyan the Magus, the legendary son of 
Tsar Simeon and brother of the inept ruler, Tsar Petar. Rainov connects 
the story of Boyan the Magus (a protoBulgarian shaman reported to be 
able to take on animal form) [Бешевлиев 1981: 84] with the Bogomil 
movement. The short story Цар Петъ arguably contains certain parallels 
between Rainov’s portrayal of the Bogomils and interpretations that 
had become loci communes in Bulgarian identity discourse. By variously 
referring to the Bogomils as “sons of destruction” [H. Райнов 1969b: 246] 
and “children not of this world” [Н. Райнов 1969b: 276], Rainov portrays 
them as religious martyrs who freely choose to sacrifice themselves to 
defend the oppressed people.

And again they built tall stakes, and at night one could hear the haunt
ing moans of many men bound and set on fire. And in the dark streets of 
the plaguestricken city the smell of burning human flesh rose with the smoke, 
and high pillars of fire soared above the city. The souls of nobles and clergy 
grew cruel, and their thirst for suffering was unquenchable, so when they 
went to watch the burning of people it was as if they were going to a feast 
[H. Райнов 1969b: 306].

The burning stake becomes a metaphor for the fate of people 
faithful to the ethical injunctions of the pneumatics,14 fighting the good 
fight against injustice: the sole enlightened keepers of secret books, 
people who can control the instincts of the mutinous crowd [see H. Рай
нов 1969b: 264].15 Bogomil/Jeremiah, Simeon Antipa, Nikita Strannik, 
Lazar, Anton the Librarian, are the few companions of Boyan the Magus 
that the narrator mentions by name. They accompany a man who medi
ates between the people and the tsar, but also between different worlds:

A dark child of dark times, Boyan the Magus was a mystery. No one could 
see him in the daytime, and at night they feared him. Vague rumours had 

 14 This trope would later be used by B. Dimitrova; see pp. 142–153.
 15 Rainov must have been preoccupied with the problem of revolution. He uses Boyan 
the Magus as his mouthpiece to express a prophetic vision of destruction wreaked by 
uncontrollable mass mutiny:
“You haven’t seen the crowds, my brother; you do not know how dangerous those festivities 
of the mob can get. Those people are superstitious and hungry, mercenaries and miracle 
workers, innumerable and insane. They believe recklessly, and they kill with dexterity 
and without scruples. They follow miracleworking icons and unknown prophets. Any 
monk can sway them, and at his word they will break the iron in your doors so they can 
melt down the gold in your crown […]” [H. Райнов 1969b: 264].
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long been spreading about him: that he had sold his soul to Satan; that he 
knew terrible secrets; that he had limitless magical powers. […] Yellow 
parchments rolled up inside silver and iron were unrolled there, with 
strange signs engraved in them – and unknown books divulged unheard 
of secrets. […] A holy pentagram of gold trembled at the sound of powerful 
spells – and spirits of hell and heaven cast wide shadows across the magic 
mirror. […] People wandering at night saw the huge shadow of a praying 
hermit […] above the monastery of St. Paraskeva [see H. Райнов 1969b: 
251–253].

Alchemist, seer, hermit, sorcerer, sage and charismatic speaker; 
victim of the sinful passion of Irina, the spurned tsarina (Царицата 
Ирина); a mystic entangled in the historical web of human error: as 
a character, Rainov’s magus combines the power of all those figures. As 
Quispel noted, the magus drew his stature from the divine power that 
submerges him in the archaic contents of life of the soul: a figure who 
can work powerful magic – attract women, turn back streams, levitate, 
foretell the future – thanks to his powerful spells. Because he can com
pel the gods to share their potency, he is a figure endowed with divine 
powers, living and acting within a field of magical forces and identifying 
with the great power of God [Quispel 1951: 53–54].

 In the variant described by Quispel, the figure of the magus is 
a popular topos in JudaeoChristian culture. One particular instance of 
that topos in Bulgarian culture took shape in the period of the national 
revival, inspired by Yuri Venelin, an explorer of the southern Slavic lands 
in the early nineteenth century, and an immensely influential figure in 
the shaping of Bulgarian national discourse. This Russian emissary – half 
scholar, half dreamer – connected the references to Boyan/Benjamin 
in medieval Greek and Latin documents with references to the singer/
magician Boyan in the famous Tale of Igor’s Campaign, an anonymous epic 
poem believed to date back to the twelfth century [Венелин 1849: 264]. 
Venelin’s Boyan is a mighty magus, but also a poet, who shuns the din 
of battle and courtly intrigue. Influenced by Venelin, the Russian writer 
Alexander Veltman made Boyan the Magus a character in his Raina, 
the Bulgarian Tsarina, giving rise to a new legend.

The first Bulgarian writer to make literary use of that legend was 
the indefatigable mythmaker Georgi S. Rakowski. In 1857, he published 
a forged folk song portraying Boyan the Magus as a heroic military 
leader and commander in a victorious battle against Byzantine forces 
[Пундев 1923: 34–35]. He reused the same trope in the patriotic poem 
Горски пътник (The Silvan Wanderer, 1857), setting Boyan within the his
torical context of the first Bulgarian state, and shaping his portrayal as 
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a member of the antiGreek faction, the better to serve the interests of 
the nascent nationalist ideology. A similar message appears in the first 
historical drama by Dobri Vojnikov, Райна княгиня (Princess Raina), 
an adaptation of Veltman’s novel. As noted by Pundev in 1923, the figure 
of Boyan the Magus must have been a highly impactful literary creation 
given that he found his way into the first Bulgarian chemistry textbook 
(1871) by Enchev, who described Boyan as the earliest Bulgarian chemist 
and astronomer, mistaken by the ignorant populace for a sorcerer [Пун
дев 1923: 37]. In 1907, Dimitar Marinov (an eminent student of Bulgarian 
folklore) follows in the footsteps of Venelin and Rakovski to make use 
of the forged folk legend in his article on the holiday of boyanik to create 
the figure of Boyan, an Orphic singer, as noted by Pundev.

The only Bulgarian writer to resist the temptation of perpetuating 
the attractive portrayal of the magus was Stoian Mikhailovski, who derided 
the figure of Boyan in his poem Боян Mагйосника (Boyan the Sorcerer, 
1884), placing him, in a tongue in cheek manner, within the context of 
the Satanic paradigm:

Могъщият Дух на злото власт пълна му е дал!
[…] Боян лекува болки телесни и душевни
Певец е той, философ и безподобен врач…
От билки чародейски, от сказки и от песни
Подире си те влачат и безконечен плач!
 [Михайловски 1997].

(The mighty Spirit of evil has given him full power! / […] Boyan cures the pains 
of body and mind. / He is a singer, philosopher and a healer nonpareil…
Stay away from magic herbs, talks and songs, / s they carry in their wake 
/ everlasting torment and endless tears!)

At the turn of the nineteenth century, there was a spike in interest 
in Boyan the Magus among the Theosophists. Rainov was not the first to 
use this figure; Ivan Grozev had attempted a poem on the subject, Боян 
Магйосника (Boyan the Sorcerer, 1900–1906). Boyan also appears in a play 
written early in the twentieth century by Kiril Hristov (a writer who oth
erwise showed no interest in esoteric subjects or Bogomilism) entitled 
Боян Магесникът (1905, published in 1914). Portrayed as a mediaeval 
scholar and patriot, Hristov’s hero combined the poetic sensitivity of 
Goethe with a kind of Napoleonic pragmatism, representing a new syn
thesis in the spirit of Nietzschean philosophy [see Христов 1966: 419, 
1944: 215; Куюмджиев 1967].

Rainov’s magus was similarly a character combining two different 
personality types. Above all he was intended to function as a prefigura
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tion of the future perfect man anticipated by Nietzsche (with his cult of 
liberty and power) and by the esoteric literature of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Through the Bogomilism of the Perfect 
Ones (of whom Boyan the Magus was the best representative) Rainov was 
discovering a creative spirit – a figure free from religious dogma, in revolt 
against constraining norms. As Sugarev notes, “In a way, the Superman 
becomes intertwined with his mythological prototype – the Old Iranian 
Zoroaster; the main locus of this interweaving turns out to be the dualistic 
religious and philosophical concepts that underlie the Bogomil doctrine” 
[Сугарев 1991: 94–100].

However, this ideal disintegrates in Rainov’s fiction, where it is 
saddled with a distinctly nonNietzschean attachment to the common 
good of the community. The figure of magus and benefactor gets appro
priated by the idea of the nation, built on the foundations of heresy as 
myth. Rainov creates an alternative model of the experience of national 
identity, where the image of Boyan the Magus – “the greatest of Bulgari
ans” [H. Райнов 1969c: 159] – effectively relegates the hermit St. Ivan of 
Rila to the status of a secondary cultural hero by bringing his spiritual 
greatness into question: perhaps even removes him from the cultural 
pantheon altogether [H. Райнов 1969b: 282].16 This neoRomantic mys
tification is an attempt to reconstruct the old national culture in such 
a way as to bring to the fore its primary connections with the hermetic 
tradition (considered a modern tradition). In effect, Rainov manages to 
airbrush the image of Bogomilism, repackaging a mass religious move
ment as a current of esoteric knowledge with universalist ambitions, 
corresponding to the views of those historiosophers who looked for 
ways of portraying the Bulgarians as a cultural community comfortably 
at home in modernity.

In 1923, as Bulgarian journals were commemorating the 1000th anni
versary of Boyan the Magus,17 Vasil Pundev came up with an analysis of 
the way Boyan was being exploited in Bulgarian culture. He placed him 
within the broader context of Bulgarian complexes of inferiority to Europe:

It seems that we very much want to believe in a historical illusion that 
would allow us to grow in our own regard. […] Our history is meagre. It is 
an offensive yet not altogether unfounded notion that European culture 
would have lost nothing if we had never existed. […] Uninvited guests, 

 16 In the 1930s this idea appears in the writings of P. Mutafchiyev, and in the 1990s in 
V. Zarev’s version of the Bogomil myth; see pp. 202–217.
 17 N. Sheytanov, the ideologue of the extreme Bulgarian right, saw Boyan the Magus 
as the codifier of Bogomilism; see Шейтанов 1923: 4.
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disrespected neighbours, silent table companions, we feel awkward in 
the great community of European nations. This is why we strive to find some 
undiscovered, significant content within the confines of our deaf history. 
[…] Perhaps in him [Boyan the Magus – G.S.G.] we can find some forgotten 
wealth. Perhaps his secret is a treasure that we could dignifiedly show 
the world… We can see the eagerness of that hope in the fact that the image 
of the prince is the best developed image in our literature compared to any 
other historical figure [Пундев 1923: 8].

The subsequent literary career of Boyan the Magus is a demonstra
tion of that enduring desire to build up Bulgarian cultural selfesteem 
by conforming to what was seen an attractive model. In interwar litera
ture the magus appeared in a number of texts, including a fictionalised 
biography by Tsvetan Minkov, Боян Магесникът (Boyan the Sorcerer, 
1930), and a poem by Ludmil Stoianov, “Боян Магесник. Житие” 
(“Boyan the Sorcerer: A Life,” 1929). Both of those leftleaning writers 
were perpetuating the image of Boyan as a protector of the people 
and victim of political oppression, an immortal alchemist and healer 
who evades his oppressors and, in Stanov’s interpretation, sets out on 
a mission to the West:

One winter evening / in the blue dusk, / when the sun was setting over 
the Danube / and shadows swayed like drunks, / somewhere in the depths 
of the horizon, / faint, ragged, / (a tiny speck in a snowy field), / a stray 
wanderer, / insane perhaps, but bold too […], with burning and fearsome 
eyes / a great mind sparkling / and dashing against the future – / was 
headed for the West [Стоянов 1929: 31].

After World War II, the figure of Boyan the Magus lost its distinguished 
standing as a figure of Bulgarian literature [see Петров 2001].18 Advance
ments in historical research and the official rejection of mysticism as 
an ideology hostile to materialism meant that Boyan became replaced in 
Socialist realist historical fiction by a different hero, the Bogomil healer 
Vasili Vrach [Богданов 1962, 1988; М. Попов 1979], burned at the stake 
by the Byzantine emperor Alexios I Komnenos. The Bogomil was being 
portrayed as a heroic and rational figure: a man true to his beliefs and 
wanting to serve mankind, becoming an ideological and moral exemplar 
included to the national pantheon of preCommunist heroes.19

 18 It was assimilated into scholarship on protoBulgarian tradition by a number of 
academics, including Stancho Vaklinov, Veselin Beshevliyev, Ivan Venedikov, and more 
recently Dragomir Petrov.
 19 The literary myth of Boyan the Magus was revived in the 1990s, when the monthly 
Български месечник devoted two issues to the figure. See Йорданова 2000.
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History wrote an interesting postscript to Rainov’s story. In 2000 and 
2001, Житно зърно, a journal published by the White Brotherhood, featured 
a series of articles entitled Богомилство и богомили (Bogomilism and 
Bogomils), written under the pseudonym of “Bishop Simeon.” An editorial 
note introducing the first in that series of articles speculated that Nikolai 
Rainov might have been their actual author [Епископ Симеон 2000a: 
10] but Rainov’s authorship is highly doubtful, if only for reasons of style 
and structure. The piece is a sensationalist, pseudoscientific discussion of 
a supposed collection of secret books of Bogomilism, but Rainov’s influence 
seems palpable primarily in the selection and portrayal of the characters: 
Boyan/Benjamin the Magus (father of the Bulgarian Bogomils), and his 
closest associates: Bogomil/Jeremiah, Patriarch Stefan, Simeon Antipa, 
Vasili the Byzantine and Gavril Lesnovski. Like SS. Cyril and Methodius, 
the characters are portrayed as heroes on a mission of enlightenment, 
bringing hermetic knowledge to lands stretching from the West to the Urals. 
The text is an avalanche of absurdities and factual errors unworthy of polemic, 
listing countless titles of esoteric writings supposedly authored by Boyan 
the Magus and his learned followers (it should be noted that the existence of 
those supposed monuments of esoteric literature is not confirmed, or even 
hinted at, in legitimate scholarship). A general description of the contents of 
those “parchments” (supposedly held in Malta) suggests that the mysterious 
“Bishop Simeon” was using his counterfeit version of Bogomil tradition to 
present a gnostic system of his own, differing quite markedly from Bogom
ilism, and reviving the neognostic cult of the snake, which will replace 
the old Christianity and spread to great masses of people:

His face covered, Boyan roams Bulgaria and gathers disciples. People listen 
to his words of truth, grandeur in life and silent meekness. The Bogomils 
are already many. They account for a half of the church. They speak softly, 
calmly, they preach disinterestedly, and people flock to follow those unknown 
apostles. The people go and pave the way for that great Destruction which 
will leave a vast desert in the soul, and ashes and ruins in people’s lives 
[Епископ Симеон 2000b: 12].

Today, ten centuries after those great events, when the echo of the last step 
of the last Bogomil died away a long time ago, I recall the words Simeon 
Antipa put at the conclusion of his History: “And someone from the pos
terity will walk amid the ruins, and look for great treasures” [Епископ 
Симеон 2000b: 13].

The text under discussion here shares certain affinities with Бого-
мил – създател на европейската цивилизация (Bogomil: Founder of 
the European Civilization, 2002), a book by Yolo Denev, a postCommunist 
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known for his nationalist views, whose missionist message reproduces 
the model outlined in “Bishop Simeon’s” text. According to Denev, the full 
impact of the Bogomils came from the remarkable scope of their mission
ary activity, which supposedly stretched all the way from the English 
Channel to the Urals, and from Riga and St. Petersburg to the Aegean 
Sea and Syria [Денев 2002: 5], also including Warsaw and Krakow (sic!). 
The same kind of obvious hyperbole and disregard for basic plausibility 
is palpable in Denev’s portrayal of Bogomil, supposedly a member of 
the chosen few, known as the pope of the Bogomils:

The Bogomils are rising from the dead in order to resurrect Mankind, to 
save it from destruction, so it can live in a just world.

The Bogomils were a sun which got expelled from Bulgaria, but it lit 
Europe and the world, and gave us light, ideology, it became a driving force – 
the heart of Spiritual rebirth, the Renaissance, European and world civili
sation. […] Once again the Saviour – Bogomilism – is resurrected because 
Bulgarians are a chosen people.

Bogomilism has changed Europe.
[…] This voice of a great Bulgarian – fighter, apostle, prophet, writer, 

ideologue, organiser, revolutionary – shook Europe. And Protestantism was 
born, […] the sun of the Reformation was born, the Renaissance, the French 
Revolution and European civilisation [Денев 2002: 3–5].

This extensive quote, which is a testament to the human need for myth 
(bordering, in this case, on sheer absurdity), is a handy demonstration of 
the mythologems of Bulgarian culture in an extremely falsifiable form. 
By appealing to the reader’s received opinions, sensationalist instincts 
and delusions of grandeur, Denev creates an image which – despite its 
patent irrationality – seems capable of perpetuating the conspiracy 
theory that Bulgarian culture was perverted because “the books were 
destroyed or hidden away.”

A Rediscovered Book of the Magi: Glogov’s Forgery
In 1935, a work came to light that was calculated to fill in the gaps in 
Bulgarian collective memory. The volume, entitled Богомилското учение 
cпоред “Златната книга на богомилските магове” (Bogomil Doctrine 
According to the “Golden Book of Bogomil Magi”), was a forgery by Anton 
Glogov. In his preface, Glogov claimed that the esoteric treatise of his 
own devising was a faithful reconstruction (made from memory) of 
an authentic Bogomil book. To create a more effective illusion, the pref
ace included a detailed description of the manuscript supposedly kept 
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by Glogov’s family, written in the Glagolitic and Turkish scripts, which 
his grandfather had prudently instructed Glogov to commit to memory. 
As corroborating evidence, the preface included letters from the Vatican 
and from European universities, expressing interest in this text snatched 
from the jaws of oblivion.

Anton Glogov did not make a secret of his motivation. In a patriotic 
gesture, he dedicated his book to Priest Bogomil on the 1000th anniver
sary of Bogomilism, arguing that any patriotic Bulgarian regardless of 
worldview or ideology should approve of Bogomilism:

The interest and attention shown by worldfamous scholars to the teachings 
of Priest Bogomil, a great man of his time and our great ancestor, are obvi
ously flattering to every Bulgarian’s national pride, surely inducing a desire 
to gain a possibly complete knowledge about one of the most interesting 
moments in Bulgarian history, concerning the nature of the highly social, 
religious and philosophical doctrine of purely Bulgarian origin, whose impact 
on the course of historical events was felt far outside of Bulgaria in almost 
all religious and social movements of medieval Europe [Глогов 1935: 7–8].

Although his work followed patterns of interpretation concerning 
the importance of the Bulgarian heresy to European culture which had by 
that time become conventional in Bulgarian culture, Glogov took a more 
independent approach in conceptualising its dualist ideology, ignoring 
the standards of scholarly research in the process.20 Glogov’s cosmogony 
bears a superficial similarity to the sophiological thought of the Russian 
Silver Age [Paprocki 1996b; Walicki 2002: 417–419; Н. Димитрoва 1998: 
57–72], of which his arguments appear to be a vulgarised variant.

Glogov describes the beginning of the world as an emanation, coming 
from a “dead point” (nothingness), of two equal and mutually hostile 
forces – the creative force and the destructive force – and portrays 
the process of creation as the effect of a struggle between the two:

Stage 0
 DEAD POINT
DOGMA: In the beginning was the dead point,
 and originally there were only
 the force of creation, and
 the force of destruction [Глогов 1935: 22].

The creation of the first man – a female – was in a way a consequence 
of this cosmic struggle; the being thus created was meant to bring solace 

 20 Y. Ivanov’s anthology [Иванов 1925], which systematized the knowledge on the sub
ject, had come out several years earlier.
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into the lives of animals, using her love in order to appease the aggression 
planted in the animals by the destructive force. In retaliation, the destructive 
force collected body parts from the most ferocious of animals, and fashioned 
out of them a being outwardly resembling the woman, but endowed with 
the demonic qualities of its maker and compelled by sex drive. The union 
of the first woman (who is raped and also “descends” to lust) and the first 
man (whose savage breast is soothed by the woman’s influence) produced 
modern men, in whom the two elements (divine and demonic) gradually 
became so thoroughly commingled that they lost their bearings in the world 
of value. Spiritual clearsightedness was restored by Priest Bogomil, who 
preached the idea that people could be saved by rejecting the objectification 
of women. This made it possible for divine love to be reborn in women’s 
hearts and to restore the world to original harmony.

Though couched in modern language, the concept of impersonal 
forces competing for primacy in the universe has a very ancient and 
quintessentially gnostic pedigree. The notion that the the first woman was 
an emanation of deity is a key clue to its reconstruction. Passed down in 
innumerable variants (and also present in Jewish Kabbalist mysticism), 
this particular myth is summarised by Quispel as follows:

In the beginning were the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness; 
then a divine hypostasis, usually called the original man or Sophia, shows 
the original light to the demons belonging to the world of darkness; those 
archons, usually described as the seven planetary spirits, become lustful and 
chase the light, which tries to flee. […] There are different variant accounts 
of how the light came to mingle with the darkness. In some versions it is 
said that light itself became lustful and peers down (spectandi libido), in 
others it is said to have sacrificed itself to forestall an invasion of the dark 
demons. […] One way of another, sparks of light penetrated the darkness. 
Those sparks are human souls which live scattered in the world, but also 
the soul of the world and the life of the cosmos in general. At one point 
the light and the darkness must separate, and the light will return to its 
source [Quispel 1951: 66].

For humans and the world in general, salvation will take the form of 
a restoration of the original order or the One. For Glogov, with his dualist 
agenda, the hope of world repair involves resisting the strategies by which 
people are enslaved by the force of destruction. In his understanding, 
this resistance should take the form of rejecting sexuality as the basis 
of relationships between men and women, and freeing women from its 
domination. Glogov must have been familiar with the Theosophic ideas of 
the Silesian mystic Jakob Böhme, whose writings were being popularised 
in interwar Bulgaria [Учението 1920, cited in Ганева 1999]. His portrayal 
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of the first human being as a sexless woman who embodies immaculate 
beauty uses an inverted version of Böhme’s androgynous myth [Wehr 1999: 
123–190]. Böhme regarded the first Adam (who combined the male and 
the female elements, a tincture of fire and spirit) as a spiritually and 
physically perfect being, whose pure image was destroyed when that 
union was lost and marred by the addition of “a gross belly and bestial 
genitals” [Wehr 1999: 144]. Unlike Böhme, who conceived of a return to 
the state of eternal harmony in Christosophic terms [Wehr 1999: 149–157], 
Glogov revives the old gnostic tradition which views human sexuality as 
abhorrent, an attitude he disguises as modern feminist missionism that 
goes hand in hand with a utopian vision of world redemption through 
ideal, spiritual union between man and woman that restores woman’s 
original connection to the creative force. The connections between 
Glogov’s ideas and the sophiology of Soloviov [Н. Димитрова 2002: 
81–86] seem too superficial to argue for any genuine influence between 
the two. It seems more plausible to argue that Glogov uses the popular 
Russian mythologem of the Silver Age in order to adopt a sophisticated 
theurgicerotic utopia for the purposes of unsophisticated Bulgarian 
readers who were expecting salvation in the here and now. According to 
Glogov, this salvation may be achieved within a larger spiritual commu
nity (общинария). Glogov’s idea of the community appears to be his only 
hard and fast link with the idea of utopian order actually proclaimed by 
Priest Bogomil – all other elements of Bogomil’s doctrine are interpreted 
with considerable latitude. Glogov destabilises the fundamental Bogomil 
assertion that the material world was created by Satan, thus moving 
away from Bogomilism and towards a pantheistic ecstasy inspired by 
the beauty of nature – his dualism only applies to human spiritual life. His 
idea that the humans were the only element introduced into the created 
world by the destructive force updates the old gnostic distinction between 
the pneumatics (whose souls are free of sin) and the hylics (who have no 
souls at all). The former are creators and servants of ideals such as truth, 
peace, love and equality, whereas the latter are players in a world of power 
games, committed to falsehood and exploitation [Глогов 1935: 19]. This 
dichotomy was politicised, with detailed instructions on how to organise 
social life in communities providing the rules for building a new social 
order guaranteeing a final solution to the problem of evil by eliminating 
the hylics and creating the new man.

Similar to the Bogomil apocrypha in the past, The Golden Legend of 
the Bulgarian Magi, turns out to be a popular version of neognosis, tar
geted at ordinary readers and packed with eclectic connections, offering 
its own version of a promise of paradise on earth.
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The Teacher Version: Peter Deunov
At the turn of the nineteenth century, when writers were reconstructing 
the figure of Boyan the Magus and coming up with his fictional interpretations, 
Deunov was already a notable figure as the founder of the White Brother
hood. Peter Deunov (1864–1944) was a Bulgarian mystic who came up with 
a peculiar doctrine which drew, in a number of ways, on esoteric doctrine, 
and whose sermons referenced, among other things, the Bogomil heritage.

Deunov’s enormous homiletic output, comprising over 7,500 texts, mostly 
survives in the form of records in shorthand kept by the White Brotherhood. 
Starting in 1989, those records have been gradually transcribed and pub
lished as collections of aphorisms, books of advice, and sermon fragments 
arranged by topic [see, e.g., Грива, Майсторова 1994; Табакова et al. 1995; 
Дънов 2000] and distributed through a variety of channels, including online.21 
Although the White Brotherhood’s strategy to popularise the teachings of 
Peter Deunov is motivated by practical concerns, the fragmented nature of 
the publications actually makes it harder for researchers to develop a more 
comprehensive picture of Deunov’s ideas. This means that religious studies 
scholars, historians of ideas, and biographers of Peter Deunov are facing 
a special responsibility; most of the studies on Deunov to date are pane
gyrics, polemics or memoirs [Томалевски 1997; Дойнов 1999]. One rare 
exception is an essay by Kamen Mitev, Ято бели птици (A Flock of White 
Birds) [Митев 1995: 41–49], which places the phenomenon that is Deunov 
within the broader context of the modernisation process. In the terminology 
proposed by Jerzy Szacki [2000], Mitev draws attention to those aspects of 
Peter Deunov’s teachings that can be interpreted as a modern utopian order, 
offering a worldview immune to the general crisis of values:

This teaching is a modern utopia, a utopia of human selfrealisation (according 
to which, through mystical revelation or by other means, one “remembers” 
their forgotten true nature, learns anew to commune with nature, renews 
their contact with the Universe [Митев 1995: 49].

Deunov’s holistic doctrine, based on the principle of syncretism and 
regarded by his disciples as a Third Testament revealed to their Teacher, 
is an interesting attempt to “reenchant the world” and to reappraise 
the comfortably familiar, local elements of Bulgarian identity and his
torical tradition which got discredited in the modernisation process.

Deunov came to appreciate the comfortably familiar, local elements of 
Bulgarian identity following his experiences in the United States. Deunov 

 21 See http://bialobratstvo.info/.

http://bialobratstvo.info/


102 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

came under Methodist influence already in his early youth from Wesley 
Prettyman and Albert Long,22 missionaries of the Episcopal Church in 
New York who had settled in Shumen in 1857 to teach what were then new 
religious practices in Bulgaria. Peter Deunov’s father, Orthodox clergyman 
Konstantin Deunovski [Danovski], sent his son to a seminary school run 
by the American Methodist School of Theology in Svishtov.23 Aided by 
his teachers, Deunov graduated and received a scholarship to study in 
America. Starting in 1888, he spent a total of seven years in the United 
States, first as a seminarian at Drew Theological Seminary in Madison, 
than as a student of theology and medicine at the Boston University School 
of Theology. Although he received a solid education as a future minister, 
Deunov rejected an offer to work for the Evangelical parish at Yambol. 
The reasons for his decision are unknown. One biographer, Nikolai Doi
nov, argues that Deunov feared losing his spiritual independence, but it 
is difficult to tell whether this interpretation might be merely an element 
of the Deunov legend constructed by Doinov. Deunov’s experience at 
American universities, where the faculty were facing increased ideological 
pressure at the time, may have catalysed Deunov’s fear of losing spiritual 
independence. Although Deunov maintained contacts with Rosicrucians 
and Theosophists, as noted by his biographers [see Томалевски 1997: 
214–218], he never became a member of either of those societies. Over 
time it became clear that he was intending to create a doctrine of his own. 
Although in terms of ideas Deunov considered himself to be a continu
ator of the hermetic tradition, as a Teacher he moved away from rules 
the typical rules governing occult societies. In practice, he retained only 
some of the organisational aspects of esoteric schools (such as groups 
based on levels of initiation or special lectures for the best students). As 
a result, he created a community that was open to representatives of all 
faiths wishing to adhere to strict ethical rules and evincing a particular 
sensitivity to the mystical aspects of individual and collective existence 
[Атанасова 1999: 373].

The connections between Deunov’s “school” and Wesley’s model of 
religious association have not been studied, but it appears that this early 
experience shaped Deunov’s general preferences in terms of organisational 
structures and his preference for preaching. The Methodist movement, 
which became the prototype for today’s “denominations,”

 22 Incidentally, in 1863, Long became one of the initiators and authors (besides Petko 
R. Slavejkov) of a modern Bulgarian translation of the Bible.
 23 In 1876, the first conference of the Methodist mission in Bulgaria resolved to open 
a number of schools throughout the country.
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at its beginning […] didn’t aspire to churchhood, just to being a current 
within the national Church of England. […] Denominations are like affin
ity groups. They don’t see their differences from (at least some) others as 
makeorbreak, salvationordamnation issues. Their way is better for them, 
may even be seen as better tout court, but doesn’t cut them off from other 
recognized denominations. They thus exist in a space of other “churches,” 
such that in another, more general sense the whole group of these make up 
“the church” [Taylor 2002: 72–73].

According to Taylor, such phenomena were (and continue to be) 
evidence of what he terms the “culture of authenticity” [Taylor 2002: 83] 
emerging late in the eighteenth century along with romantic expressive 
individualism. In this approach, everyone realises their own humanity 
in harmony with oneself, rather than accept an external model imposed 
by society, the earlier generations or by religious or political authorities. 
Denominational identity combines ethical fundamentalism with a tol
erance for other forms of religion and an acceptance of individualism; 
in this sense, it appears to be a telling refraction of the liberal idea in 
religious life.

Deunov’s syncretic esoteric system evinces strong links to the teach
ings of Madame Blavatsky. As Erik Davis notes, her

endless books are cutandpaste collages of Freemasonry, Hermeticism, potted 
“Eastern” metaphysics, and her own sciencefiction tales of telepathic Tibetan 
masters and Atlantean cataclysms. […] Blavatsky’s group also represented 
Enlightenment values that had nothing to do with Buddha’s claim to fame 
and everything to do with the freethinking spirit of progress. The Theos
ophists loathed conventional Christianity, embraced emancipatory social 
movements, and called for a new global politics of “universal brotherhood.” 
They were the gnostics of modernism.

As such, the Theosophists mixed and matched their mysticism with 
the new evolutionary and electromagnetic worldviews of science.

[…] Given their debt to Indian Vedanta and hermetic Neoplatonism, 
Theosophists rejected materialism out of hand; they put mind well before 
matter and embraced the notion that our “thoughtcurrents” had the power 
to create reality itself. But they refrained this ancient view by latching onto 
the language of eccentric waves, vibrations, cosmic frequencies, and fields 
of force. […] The Theosophical attempt to inject spiritual qualities into a uni
verse colonised by physics was also accompanied by the West’s first great 
spiritual turn to the East [Davis 1998: 51].

In Deunov’s case, we are arguably dealing with a Theosophical adap
tation of ideas that formed a kind of subterranean current of the Age of 
Reason, which the Polish philosopher Bronisław Baczko regarded as 
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symptoms of the intellectual degradation and disintegration of high 
Enlightenment. When discussing the popularity of “concepts in which 
occultism mixes with exaltation” [Baczko 1997: 385], Baczko highlights 
their importance for the general climate of the period, primarily among 
the plebeian masses. Tadeusz Cegielski has argued that the esoteric 
tradition lay at the root of the most important ideas of that period, a con
siderable shift of interpretive accents [Cegielski 1994].

The connections between the teachings of Deunov and the thought of 
Madame Blavatsky are evident in their respective systems of cosmogony24 
and occult historiosophy. Similarly, both Blavatsky and Deunov adopted for 
their systems the modern evolutionist theories of the time. Deunov used 
the thenfashionable concept of human races, borrowed from Count Joseph 
Arthur de Gobineau, and although his understanding of human races was 
spiritual in nature, he devoted many years to painstaking phrenological 
research. Under the influence of Darwin, his model portrayed the world 
as experiencing linear progress, moving ahead towards the future (a pro
cess he viewed in positive terms). Directed by an extraterrestrial lodge 
of sages, this evolution was aimed at producing an ideal, spiritual “sixth 
(and final) human race” endowed with supernatural abilities. According 
to Deunov, Bulgaria played a special role in the march of mankind towards 
that astrohistorically predetermined future, and Bulgaria’s ideological 
choices (past and future) impacted the past and the future of the Universe 
[Митев 1995: 46–49; Дънов 2000: 188].

On a macro scale, the model of the universe in Deunov’s doctrine has 
certain qualities in common with the Lurian Kabbalah. Like Luria, Deunov 
taught that the universe was a living organism, on which Adam Kadmon 
(the original or primordial man) was modelled: a luminous being formed 
from God’s first emanation. However, when some of Adam Kadmon’s lower 
sephirot shattered the vessels that were meant to contain them, sparks of 
light were trapped in the shards. God partly repaired the process of cre
ation, but it was man who would be responsible for completing this project 
of rectification by releasing the sparks trapped in matter to allow them to 
reunite with their divine source [Unterman 1991: 12; Scholem 2011]. This 
is how Deunov imagined the process:

Just as there are billions of beings in my body, in the same way many peo
ple can live together in the world. All the people on Earth can be gathered 
together into one single body – this is the large, great cosmic man named 
Adam Kadmon in whom nothing dies, but everything is subject to change. 

 24 Deunov rejected the existence of inanimate matter, believing that all beings had 
a cosmic awareness.
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[…] Man is a fragment of the whole, and consequently the conscience of all 
the people on Earth forms a unity. The conscience of all these people forms 
the cosmic man [Дънов 2000: 9–10].

An individual’s place within the macro world symbolised by Adam 
Kadmon is determined by one’s ethical attitudes. This aspect of Deun
ov’s doctrine contains many contradictions. In his sermon За дървото 
на познание на добро и зло. Силовите линии на добротo и злото (On 
the Tree of Good and Evil: Lines of Good and Evil Force) Deunov rejects 
the axiological heritage of philosophy as a useless product of empty 
casuistry, and accuses scholars of perverting the forms that were cre
ated by beings of genius. He dismissed centuries’ worth of philosophical 
reflection, and argues that the fundamental mistake consisted in asking 
the wrong question about the origins of evil. In Deunov’s interpretation, 
good and evil were categories of human thinking: they do not apply to 
God, who stands above them: “For you, there is evil, but what is evil for 
you is not evil for God. For God, evil does not exist” [Дънов 1995b: 164]. 
In one fell swoop Deunov negates the cultural consequences of this 
basic dichotomy, dismissing it as an instance of faulty reasoning, and 
goes on to prove this with the analogy of the human body, a subject on 
which Deunov was regarded as something of an expert after spending 
a year in medical school in the United States. To him, instances of evil 
were like the process of perspiration seen on micro and macro scales. 
The Sun, which is the source of life – he explained – causes one’s brow 
to perspire (i.e. produces an effect that is evil), but it later returns that 
water in the form of rain or spring water. Sweat (evil) returns to man in 
a form that is beneficial not only to himself, but to nature in general. On 
the other hand, Deunov considers perspiration (i.e. manifestations of evil) 
as evidence of physical health, or at least a way of restoring the same:

When evil comes, you will sweat, and as you sweat, you will get well. [In this 
context – G.S.G.] good and evil are relationships between two points. You 
start with good, and you will end up with evil. This is the first inevitable 
rule of life. This is descent. If you start with evil, you will end up with good. 
This is ascent, climbing upwards [Дънов 1995b: 164].

On Deunov’s scale of values, good and evil are merely different points, 
with the human soul moving back and forth between them. By equating 
the laws of the natural world with the laws of spiritual life, Deunov demon
strates that good and evil can in certain contexts turn into one another: 
evil will inevitably proceed from good, and vice versa. This statement, 
surprising for a man widely acknowledged as a proponent of “heroic 
ethics,” is supported by examples of situations where the experience 
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of evil teaches people a lesson.25 And that being the case, good and evil 
can be interpreted as positive and equally desirable “figures” or values, 
which can only appear to be opposites to an unenlightened individual.

Despite the mystical and pragmatic arguments Deunov marshals 
in support of this relativistic rule, his argument is essentially based on 
common sense reasoning, with all its heterogeneity and bricolage. The folk 
wisdom that every cloud has a silver lining and every bad thing has some 
good effects, which becomes the starting point for Deunov’s argument, 
can easily masquerade as the supposedly occult principle that “Every good 
thing has some bad effects.” By oscillating between the fossilised ideas 
embedded in the collective consciousness and their antitheses, Deunov 
was on the one hand trying to challenge the established patterns or habits 
of thought in his listeners, and on the other hand he was perpetuating 
them, though in a significantly modified form.

Another of his talks, Положителни и отрицателни сили в при-
родата. Добро и зло в живота (Positive and Negative Forces in Nature. 
Good and Evil in Life), cast some extra light on those problems. Deunov 
interprets the meaning of binary systems in nature by reversing the usual 
values of common sense thinking. He argues that the forces of destruc
tion were a positive force in nature, and the forces of construction were 
in fact negative.26 This sentiment carries easily recognisable overtones 
of the familiar gnostic abhorrence of matter, moderated by an internal 
dialectic of a process where the poles of spiritual experience keep shifting 
and reversing depending on an individual’s inner vibrations:

Now, there is one morality, the morality of good and evil. Good in the world 
is a negative force – it is constructive. And you will note that all good 
people are weak people in the world. […] Evil in the world is a necessity; it 
is just as necessary as good. Remember this: In that tree, which they call 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil – all of philosophy is hidden there 
[Дънов 1995a: 179–180].

Deunov’s explanations regarding the relationship between good 
and evil involve an affirmation of the balance between the two powers 

 25 For instance, a guest dissatisfied with the indifferent welcome he received, beats up 
his host. Later, he gets beaten up in similar circumstances, and this way he learns about 
correct behaviour. See Дънов 1995a.
 26 He illustrates that using the example of human weakness: people are weak and 
therefore need security, so they build houses to defend themselves from the positive 
forces active in the world (ie. the forces of decay and destruction). Based on this prelim
inary thesis, he constructs a concept of the creation of the human body as a product of 
the negative, constructive forces; see Дънов 1995a: 178.
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in the world,27 but they also have a liberating potential, freeing people 
from the oppressive JudaeoChristian sense of sin and guilt. The road 
to spiritual development as portrayed by the shape of the Pentagram28 
(recommended to the Brothers as an aid in contemplation) is circular 
rather than linear, implying inescapable repetitions whose internal 
dynamics make it possible for people to recognise the evil they commit 
or experience as a seed of good in this incarnation or the next.

In this specific structure of the world, individuals as well as groups 
occupy places given to them by Destiny. According to Deunov, the Bulgari
ans occupy a special place. A comprehensive analysis of the Master’s views 
on Bulgarian missionism is contained in Boyan Boev’s short book published 
in 1937, Мисията на богoмилството (The Mission of Bogomilism). Boev 
was one of Deunov’s most gifted and loyal disciples, and also an initiate of 
Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophy. His book synthesises Deunov’s scattered 
references into a unified concept that could be described as an occult 
version of the Jewish idea of a chosen people. The grand hermetic ideas 
that spread across the world had their origins in the Bulgarian lands: 
the Orphic mysteries (which paved the way for Christ), Bogomilism 
(which produced a deeply humanistic vision of social life predicated on 
liberty, equality and fraternity, taken up and continued centuries later 
by the French Revolution), and finally the teachings of Deunov (which 
would bring on the coming of the “sixth race,” helping mankind to attain 

 27 To explain why it is necessary to accept evil people, Deunov points out that they 
produce good. He uses a somewhat insulting example of the human excretory system 
or that of the sanitation system in a house – without which, life would not be possible. 
This clearly implies that the human community is a single organism where evil people 
apparently play a key role because they detoxifying the cosmic man (Adam Kadmon), 
and serve as an egress for the evil in this world – i.e. they have a salutary effect. This 
association of evil people with defecation and sewerage, combined with their validation 
as functionally necessary and temporary (since their karma may change in another incar
nation), is a demonstration of Deunov’s pragmatism. He acknowledged that such people 
have a social and cosmic utility, and dismissed as fools those who wished to eradicate 
evil. At the same time, Deunov admonishes evil people that their ultimate end would be 
a sorry one, as they end up placed in the “impure” parts of Adam Kadmon’s body. This 
Rabelaislike, sensualist and slightly obscene metaphorical image, a vulgarised variant 
of Luria’s ideas, steers clear of the dichotomies of heaven and hell, forming a parallel with 
the idea of man as a being experiencing change within the span of a single life as well as 
over the course of later incarnations. People have the opportunity to evolve all the way 
until the end of time, when good and evil become one; see Дънов 1995a: 178–194.
 28 Deunov gave his earliest lessons about the Pentagram scheme (symbolising the micro 
and the macrocosm and the evolution of the soul in accordance with its laws) in 1911, 
recommending that his disciples should study it on a regular basis until they have unlocked 
its full symbolism (of Christian and hermetic provenance).
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a spiritual endpoint). This quasiEnlightenment belief in progress based 
on a specific interpretation of “the law of the historical development of 
mankind”29 is characteristic of the occult concept of history as a process 
aimed at producing the ultimate redemption of the universe. In this sys
tem, Deunov’s compensatory and essentially nationcentric mythmaking 
is a reinterpretation of the mythmaking project of Paisius of Hilendar. 
According to Deunov (who in this case is evidently following in Paisius’ 
footsteps), evidence that the Bulgarians are a chosen nation is visible in 
the history of Bulgarian thought. This idea is communicated in a language 
which the Teacher considered particularly suited for communicating 
occult messages:

The Bulgarian language is the most precise language in which the occult law 
and the Word of God can be expressed, as the Bulgarian nation is the oldest 
nation on earth.

Literacy did not emerge in an arbitrary manner. There is a specific way 
in which language appeared in the world. Languages were not created on 
Earth. They are a copy of the things from the invisible world. And every 
nation’s language is adapted to its stage of development. […]

Behind me are the entire Heavens. The word I preach to you does not 
belong to me, but to the creatures that stand behind me, and they are mil
lions. My ideas are ideas of God, of the great Spirit, which permeate the entirety 
of Being. […]

My word is not literature. You think I do not know much about grammar! 
My word comes from the Original Source, it cannot fit into ordinary speech 
[Дънов 2000: 169].

Deunov’s speculations about Bulgarian being the world’s oldest lan
guage are not only an echo of the naive ideas of G. S. Rakowski, who con
sidered Bulgarian the ancient successor of Sanskrit [see Раковски 2008; 
Rakowski 1983], but also a polemic against gnostic notions of the holy 
language [Steiner 1998: 63–65]. Deunov was rejecting the belief (present 
in esoteric thought since the times of Jakob Böhme) that the original lan
guage was not Hebrew, but rather some other language which sank into 
oblivion after the collapse of the Tower of Babel, meaning that the later 
defective languages of mankind were incapable of expressing the truth 
about God [Дънов 2000: 106]. Although Deunov referenced Böhme’s 
idea of “sensualist speech” or the natural, Godinspired language, he 

 29 “Cultures are led by the advanced brothers of humankind. If we study history we 
see the greatness of their work. They follow the great divine principle upon which all 
of being is resting: ‘The strong shall serve the weak!’ This law can also be expressed in 
the following way: ‘The law of love and sacrifice.’” [Боев 1937: 87–88].
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considered himself as being particularly wellsuited for articulating it. 
The fact that its grammar conformed to the rules of the Bulgarian lan
guage, once used by another great teacher, Priest Bogomil, was sufficient 
evidence to elevate the Bulgarian language as the language of mystics and 
the mysterious emissaries from the Lodge of the Sages. As a corollary, 
the natural users of that language (i.e. the Bulgarian nation) enjoyed 
a similarly elevated status.

The idea, formulated by Paisius of Hilendar, that the Bulgarians 
were intellectual pioneers was an inspiration for Deunov, even though he 
fleshed out Paisius’s paradigm in a different way. In lieu of the myth that 
portrayed the Bulgarian Christian tradition as elder among the Slavic 
nations, he proposed the myth of the Bulgarian esoteric tradition; sim
ilarly, the saints and teachers Cyril and Methodius were replaced in his 
teachings by Orpheus, the heresiarch Priest Bogomil, and Peter Deunov 
himself; the simple man of the Gospels became replaced with the fig
ure of an occult initiate endowed with cosmic awareness. Although he 
described the Turkish occupation of Bulgaria as punishment, for Deunov, 
the sin in question was not Christian disunity (as Paisius would have 
it), but rather the rejection of Bogomil teachings, a gesture which defied 
the cosmic order:

In the old Tsardom of Bulgaria, the leaders at the time expelled the Bogomils, 
who were carriers of a great doctrine proclaiming reforms of life and social 
order in the most ideal manner; but the Bulgarians paid for that expulsion 
with the five hundred years of Turkish oppression; for when a nation does not 
obey the great word of God given by Providence, and does not apply this great 
word in their life, they are left to bear the consequences of their imprudence, 
and then the greatest evil happens to them. Exiled from Bulgaria, the Bogomils 
took their ideas to the West. The nations that understood and applied their 
ideas in practice to implement social reforms flourished [Дънов 2000: 154].

The argument was that only by accepting the doctrine revealed by 
Beinsa Duno30 could the nation be assured of averting a future catastro
phe, and ensuring future Bulgarian prosperity:

But now, if the Bulgarians realise the mistakes of their past, and do not 
repeat the same mistakes in the current ideological developments, they 
will get much better results in the life of society. […] Now is the golden age 
of the Bulgarian nation. If they squander the present conditions, everything 
will be given to another nation. And Bulgaria will be left trailing other 
nations, hanging by a thread [Дънов 2000: 155].

 30 Deunov’s spiritual name.
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I tell you, if the Bulgarians do not accept the teaching we preach, nothing 
will remain of Bulgaria, not even a memory! Even the name of Bulgarians 
will be erased, do you know that [Дънов 2000: 188]?

The promise of a Bulgarian “golden age” went handinhand with 
the idea of predestination, though not of determinism. The Bulgarians 
were portrayed as a chosen nation, a member of mankind’s spiritual 
avantgarde (which to Deunov meant the Slavic nations), and as such they 
had borne the burden of responsibility for the world’s fate for centuries. 
However, only by fully and deliberately embracing this role that they can 
bring about the coming of an era of the “children of light”:

The flourishing of the Slavs will just be a precondition for the emergence of 
the sixth race – a race of new people, a race of “luminous ones” – a race that 
can be called “children of the light!” [Дънов 2000: 123–124].

His biographer Atanas Slavov connected the sources of Deunov’s 
worldview to his American experience of the universal human longing 
for transcendence, highlighting not only Deunov’s connections with 
the mysticism of Emerson and Thoreau, but also the American pedigree 
of the Teacher’s lasting fascination with the ideas of Theosophy, Slavo
philia and Tolstoyism [Славов 1998: 274–275]. Imported from America, 
such Slavophile inspirations confirmed the Slavic myth31 (inculcated 
in the Bulgarians since the national revival period) in a way that could 
not be dismissed as parochial and peripheral navelgazing. In Deunov’s 
teachings, this recapitulation of the Bogomil doctrine in connection with 
the idea of Slavic missionism [see SzwatGyłybowa 2001] was a powerful 
impulse meant to remove the selfimposed stigma of inferiority and cultural 
retardation from the Bulgarian experience of European identity, giving 
the nation the sense of belonging in the universe that it needed.

By anchoring this supposedly immanent worldview within a mythol
ogized version of the history of ideas, Deunov was at the same time 
legitimising his political aspirations. A lot of information on the subject 
can be found in publications from the 1990s [Табакова et al. 1995; 
Боeв 1993; Константинова 1996; Кирилов 1995], even though they stick 
to the intellectual horizons defined in Deunov’s diaries [see Пенева 1995: 
220–223] and Благoсловение (The Blessing), an autobiographical book by 
Lyubomir Lulchev [Лулчев 1999 [1940]] who was a member of the com
munity led by Deunov. The Blessing can be variously interpreted as a Bil

 31 We should bear in mind that the knowledge of the religious and philosophical thought 
of the Russian Slavophiles in Bulgaria was superficial, even though many members of 
the elite were Slavophiles.
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dungsroman, a fictionalised guide to the teachings of Peter Deunov, or 
a historical document revealing the sensitive issue of the Teacher’s political 
involvement. Although Deunov stuck to occult ideas, his commentary on 
the political situation in Europe and Bulgaria at the time often showed 
common sense, a moral sense and even a certain brilliance of insight: he 
recognised the degenerated nature of Nazi and Bolshevik ideologies, which 
he described as false religions (sic!) [Дънов 2000: 189–191], and he was 
openly critical of the aggressive policies of the Coburgs [Дънов 2000: 
184–186] (for which he was duly interned in 1917). He appealed for social 
reforms in Bulgaria, and pleaded for Jews threatened with deportation 
to Nazi death camps [Дънов 2000: 393]. Finally, he campaigned to make 
paneurythmic exercises32 part of the Bulgarian school curriculum as 
a tool of spiritual and physical improvement.

The role played by Peter Deunov at the tsar’s court at the time is 
not sufficiently wellresearched. Stefan Gruev, the author of Корона от 
тръни (The Crown of Thorns), a political biography of Tsar Boris III, 
presents the tsar’s contacts with Deunov (mediated by Lyubomir Lul
chev, the tsar’s personal advisor) skeptically, dismissing the sugges
tions the Teacher’s opinion might have had actual impact on Boris III’s 
policies [see Груев 1991: 313–314].33 However, accounts coming from 
members of the White Brotherhood offer quite a different portrayal of 
Dynov’s connections with the court and the higher echelons of power. 
Lulchev’s novel is not only a hagiographic portrayal of the Teacher, but 
also the foundation for the myth of Boris III as a good tsar who was 
open to truth and cared for the nation’s wellbeing. Lulchev empha
sised the personal tone of the conversations between Deunov, the tsar 
and himself, and highlights the tsar’s humility and patience in the face 
of the Teacher’s often quite aggressive jeremiads intended to move 

 32 This was a form of exercise practiced for full effect to the sound of Deunov’s music. 
Deunov floated the idea in talks with Boris Yotsov, minister of education in Bogdan Filov’s 
cabinet (incidentally, Filov was one of Bulgaria’s most eminent Freemasons). A prelimi
nary course was even held for teachers in the Tsar Boris Park, but the plan to introduce 
paneurhythmics to schools was frustrated first by the Allied bombing of Sofia, and later by 
the socalled revolution of 9 September 1944, when the communists took power. Deunov 
died in December of 1944. In February of 1945, Filov, Yotsov and Lulchev were executed 
by the Communists. See Дойнов 1996.
 33 “Boris’s relationship with Lulchev had a special character that was not necessarily 
political. This way we sought to satisfy his personal curiosity in mysticism and the occult, 
even though he never joined the White Brotherhood. At the same time, Lulchev was a good 
source of information on a very littleknown social group to which Boris showed sympathy: 
the poor and humble folk that gravitated around the White Brotherhood” [Груев 1991: 
313–314].
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the ruler’s conscience [Груев 1991: 224, 230]. Lulchev’s portrayal of 
the Teacher as superior to the tsar carries an overtone of pride: in this 
context, the myth of the Bulgarian magus and its embodiments through 
history place Beinsa Duno – a seer and a sage – among the modern mystics 
capable of providing occult knowledge to those modern political leaders 
seeking supernatural support [see GoodrickClarke 1985: 179–191]. 
The myth of the magus, which remains alive in the Bulgarian cultural 
tradition, makes it possible to frame events in the real world in terms 
of selffulfilling prophecies. Unsurprisingly, the magus theosophist 
who, as it were, negotiates the image of the world – mediating between 
a revitalised tradition of neognosis and the utopia of a bright future – 
becomes the symbol of a new synthesis.

Peter Deunov died in 1944, but his teachings are being revived in 
modern day Bulgaria. Since 1989, following a long period of repres
sions (of varying intensity) under the communist regime,34 the White 
Brotherhood is noticeably gaining strength, attracting new members, 
mostly young people from the intelligentsia. According to official data, 
the community (which used to have 40,000 members during the interwar 
period) [Атанасова 1999: 375] now has only 4,000 members across all 
of Bulgaria [Т. Петков 1998: 165]. However, not included in that figure 
are the numerous sympathisers whose support and financial contribu
tions made it possible for the White Brotherhood and its international 
branches to actively pursue various projects. Their publications mostly 
include texts from the interwar period with updated commentary. With 
titles like Bogomilism. The Slav Nations: Rebirth [Табакова et al. 1995], 
The Mission of Bogomilism [Боeв 1993], The Dream of the Bogomils: 
Towards Each Other. A Poem [Константинова 1996], or An Apology 
for Bogomilism [Кирилов 1995], many of the books are selfevidently 
united by the common idea that Bulgarians are natural inheritors of 
the Bogomil tradition, and as such they are the avantgarde of mankind. 
Because the Bulgarians carry a culture of “fraternity, equality and lib
erty,” the Bulgarian destiny is to bring about spiritual enlightenment 
for others:

Bogomilism is cosmopolitan, worldwide, universal. Slavdom is associated 
with that part of contemporary humanity which will form the spiritual 
body of the coming sixth race. The rebirth will mainly affect Bulgaria, 
the Bulgarians [Taбaкoва et al. 1995: 7].

 34 The most spectacular example involved the bulldozing of the Brotherhood quarter 
in Sofia (Изгрев) and building the USSR embassy in the location of Deunov’s former salon. 
The Teacher’s grave survives and is lovingly maintained.
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The publishing arm of the White Brotherhood has an online pres
ence,35 with websites containing information about the history and cur
rent activities of the community, complete with a biography of Deunov, 
a comprehensive collection of his teachings, a bibliography, score sheets 
for the Teacher’s compositions created (presumably under the influence 
of Steiner) to accompany a form of prayer called paneurythmic exercises, 
as well as descriptions of helpful physical exercises, dietary and medical 
advice, and current news about the community and contact forms for 
people interested in learning more about the doctrine.

The holistic nature of Deunov’s doctrine, appearing in a form updated 
for the world of modern science, with its universalism and “cosmic” 
dimension, and an emphasis on ecology and man’s connection to nature – 
all that suggests a connection with New Age spirituality, a category with 
which most Theosophies usually get bundled [Атанасова 1999: 373–379; 
see also Occhiogrosso 1994: 532]. Although Theosophical ideas draw on 
the language of traditional religion, they are actually engaged in developing 
a shared platform that transcends religious differences and opposes any 
form of institutionalised orthodoxy. As regards the Bulgarian context, 
the society portrays opposition to the Orthodox Church as a longstanding 
element of Bulgarian spiritual culture, rooted in the nation’s tradition 
since the times of Bogomilism. On the other hand, the tolerant stance of 
Deunov’s denomination on (vaguely defined) Orthodoxy makes it possible 
to assimilate its doctrine without detriment to national identity, which 
involves a religious dimension [Babiński 1999; Borowik 1999]. With its 
experience of forcible ideological unification under Communism, Bul
garian culture is marked by a special kind of tension between universal 
values and its attachment to locality, familiarity and particular identity. 
Any resulting frustration depends on the extent of cultural devastation 
caused by Communism, and the confusion this produced in a society 
that is trying to reconstruct its own identity. This reconstruction of 
Bulgarian “cultural roots” is accompanied by adaptationist tendencies 
in a community struggling to find its own place within the cyberspace 
of the global village. As a result, the need for demonstrative originality 
gets uncomfortably tied to conformity with regard to broader global 
models.36

 35 http://bialobratstvo.info/.
 36 Sociological research conducted over the past decade indicates that Orthodox 
Christianity remains an inseparable element of Bulgarian national identity, as reported 
by 85% of the population identifying itself as Orthodox Christian. This said, only 60.2% 
of the respondents believe in God, 16.5% believe in miracles, 12.4% believe in the dogma 

http://bialobratstvo.info/
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In Religion as a Chain of Memory, a book on the problems of religious 
tradition in postmodern times, Danièle HervieuLèger draws attention 
to the phenomenon of the “folklorisation of religion,” first noted in 1973 
by Michel de Certeau and defined as the processes of decay and disin
tegration affecting historical religions as assemblages of meanings in 
highly developed societies [HervieuLèger 2000: 89–92]. This decay 
stems from increasing rationalisation, resulting in a disintegration 
of global systems of meaning which used to provide meaning and 
cohesion to the chaotic experience of past societies. The old visions 
of an orderly world accepted in societies past have now been replaced 
by individual creation, and the great religions can do no more than to 
provide individuals with symbolic material unifying their individual 
experience [HervieuLèger 2000: 90]. This tendency to “folklorise” 
religion, or what she calls parasitical suppression of the great religions, 
produces special kinds of paradoxes. To summarise her argument, 
the questioning of the religiously unified universe of tradition not only 
removed institutional religion to a specialised social sphere, but also 
cleared a path for novel applications of symbolic capital represented 
by the historical religions: aesthetically, culturally, ethically and polit
ically. This resulting tension between religion and politics made it 
possible to mobilise religious symbols in the service of political utopia. 
Over the centuries, the religious memory of modern nations “provided 
the chief imaginative source for visions of the coming order, those of 
a golden age for instance” [HervieuLèger 2000: 91]. In this context, 
the very modernity that tends to be associated with the affirmation 
of the autonomy of independent individuals, in defiance of the author
ity of tradition, results in the revived need to invoke the authority 
of that tradition as a safeguard of individual and collective security. 
In that case we are dealing with a special reaction to modernity, which 
involves protest and demodernisation, a rejection of rationalism as 
a universal value, interpreted as an important symptom of cultural and 
social regression, a return to the tribal reflexes which are opposed to 
the autonomy of the modern subject going back to the Age of Reason 
[Hervieu Lèger 2000: 94].

of the Immaculate Conception of Mary, and 26.6% believe in the immortality of the soul, 
26.3% believe in the Holy Spirit, 17.5% believe in the Resurrection, 28.4% believe that 
the Scripture was divinely inspired, 26.8% believe in paradise, and only 23% seek help 
in the Church when confronted with problems in their life. According to the responses, 
the Church does not meet the expectations of the faithful, and the internal schism affecting 
the Church since 1989 contributes to the growing number of believers leaving the Church. 
See Николчев 1999: 382.
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When Deunov first addressed the Bulgarians [Дънов 1994], he was 
speaking to a nation that was on the one hand undergoing the effortful 
process of modernisation and secularisation, but on the other hand was 
still locked within the mental structures produced by the collective 
consciousness of folklore. Deunov’s texts were primarily addressed at 
the Bulgarian intelligentsia, whose members often shared a lower class 
background that guaranteed the preservation of collective memory, 
including religious memory, described by scholars in terms of syncre
tism. By incorporating his doctrines into Bulgarian culture, Deunov 
was engaging in a different kind of effort to “suppress” institutionalised 
Christianity than those described by HervieuLèger. His updated ver
sion of the “tribal tradition” involved highlighting the rending of its 
nature into two paradigms – faith and gnosis – in order to transform 
this internal cultural rift into a precondition for the unifying meaning. 
The attempts to obtain and domesticate the Gnostic tradition (a tradition 
which implicitly undermines any trust in the world) were a dramatic 
attempt to solve the great mystery of Bulgarian history at the price of 
transforming Bogomil cosmogony and axiology. The quasireconstruc
tions of Bogomilism undertaken in the interest of a Theosophical utopian 
future dulled the edge of gnostic pessimism inherent in Bogomilism 
by effectively removing its dualist character. In the place of the former 
abhorrence of the world appeared its pantheistic affirmation, and 
the escapist tendencies were replaced by activism and a will to power. 
Those fundamental shifts in the sphere of values produced a blurring 
of the difference between good and evil, as shown above. In this par
ticular aspect, modern pseudognostic thought appears to overlap 
with the tradition of atheistic and antiChristian humanism which, as 
Kołakowski noted,

having obliterated all traces of its [Christian – G.S.G.] origins and done away 
with all limits to our freedom in establishing criteria of good and evil, has 
finally left us in the moral void that we are no so desperately trying to fill 
[Kołakowski 1997: 29].

In this context, the characteristic belief of the White Brotherhood that 
there were no limits to human spiritual selfimprovement (a belief that is 
typical of Theosophy in general) finds support in an axiological system 
based on manyvalued logic, adopted in Europe by mystical movements 
fascinated with Asia.

In the case of Bulgarian culture, the trivial violation of the hermeneutic 
principle of loyalty towards the texts of one’s own culture (in the belief 
that the end justified any factual distortions) could be interpreted as 
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the result of a struggle with an image of the past understood as a chaos 
of squandered opportunities, now calling for a revaluation. In this par
ticular instance, Bulgaria’s adaptation to Western culture in its esoteric 
variant takes on the form of long awaited selfrealisation.



3
BOGOMIL FASCINATIONS 
IN COMMUNIST BULGARIA: 
THE BULGARIAN QUEST 
FOR A MODERN IDENTITY

The Marxist Variant
As World War II ended and the proponents of Communist ideology 
launched a project of reinterpreting history in their own intellectual 
mould, their reactions to the Bogomil legacy were a continuation of 
prewar Marxist thinking on the subject (including the ideas of Dimitar 
Blagoev, see the previous chapter). A number of such studies came out 
[see Гечева 1997], marked by an unquestioned belief in progress com
bined with a crude form of sociologism. The orthodox version of Bulgar
ian history as endorsed by the Communist Party became shoehorned 
into a Marxist model of class warfare, with an axiology predicated on 
unambiguous dogmatic dichotomies of good versus evil, justice versus 
exploitation, the people versus the ruling class, etc. In the interest of 
furthering Communist ideology by identifying its historical connections 
with the nation’s past, writers on Bogomilism typically emphasised 
the social aspects of the movement, which they described as “Europe’s 
earliest antifeudal revolt”; the esoteric aspects of this folk variant 
of neognosis were either portrayed in a simplified form or ignored 
altogether.

One representative example of such an approach was the seminal 
Богомилството в България (1969) by Dimitar Angelov, who began to 



118 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

emerge as an authority on Bogomil history from the 1940s onwards.1 
Angelov portrayed the Bogomils as proponents of social equality and 
early rebels against feudal oppression: a kind of avantgarde of European 
leftwing movements, virtually a “preproletariat” surrounded by a halo 
of Promethean glory radiating to the furthest corners of Europe.

Angelov’s interpretive strategies were embraced as a model at all 
tiers of Bulgaria’s educational system. Between 1947 and 1989, school 
textbooks (which devoted a considerable amount of space to this inter
pretive model of Bogomilism) were all coordinated into undeviating 
consistency [see, among others, Диковски, Близнев, Велев 1947: 37–39; 
Бурмов, Косев, Христов 1976: 57–58; Чолакова, Велева, Иванов 1961: 
16–17; Гюзелев, Касев, Георгиев 1984: 43–47]. The system favoured 
a portrayal of Bogomils as fighters for social justice: Bulgarian patri
ots, motivated by a burning abhorrence of the Greeks or the Church. 
This crudely simplified vision was held up as a timeless moral example. 
Publishing series aimed at school students (“Библиотека за ученика,” 
“Библиотека Героична летопис”) were mostly designed to make this 
indoctrination even more effective with the use of entertaining ludic ele
ments. Communist writers were reinventing the prewar Bogomil themes 
in order to repurpose the mysterious mages of old, presenting them as 
enlightened scientists, doctors or rebel leaders working towards progres
sive ideals that were far ahead of their time. Narrated through stories of 
adventure and derringdo, Marxist narratives on Bogomilism sought to 
bolster the stature of that medieval “revolt of the masses,” treating it as 
a prefiguration of the victory of “social truth” in the twentieth century. 
The publisher’s preface to the historical novel Друм се виe (The Road Is 
Winding, 1968) by Maria Smilova is a case in point, praising the writer 
for her “deft portrayal of the collapse of central government represented 
by Peter I, and her demonstration of how the truth gradually dawns on 
the masses” [Смилова 1968: 4]. In the language of contemporary pro
paganda, that kind of dictatorship of the oppressed majority was seen 
as the culmination of the historical process.

This kind of wilful misinterpretation focused on identifying parallels 
between Bogomil teachings and communism as a secular religion com
peting with Christianity and the Christian idea of redemption. Leaving 
aside the official antiOrthodox and antiCatholic propaganda produced 
for “Атеист” and related periodicals, similar aspirations are apparent 

 1 Incidentally, Angelov’s ideas still remain unquestioned. Two revised and extended 
editions of his book came out after 1989, devoting more attention to the problem of gnostic 
mysticism in the Bogomil community.
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even in books by notable writers including Vera Mutafchiyeva or Ivan 
Bogdanov. Their Bogomilthemed texts, such as Повест за доброто 
и злото (A Novel about Good and Evil [Мутафчиева 1963]), Клади 
край Босфора (Stakes on the Bosporus [Богданов 1962]), or Василий 
врач. Романизован животопис (Magus Vasili. A Fictionalised Biography, 
[Богданов 1988]) represent the genre of educational young adult fiction. 
Viewed in the general context of the time, and against the background of 
other works by Mutafchiyeva or Bogdanov, those stories of nonconform
ist Bulgarian heretics can be interpreted as allegories with a dissident, 
antiCommunist message. That said, the kind of historical disguise 
they use nevertheless places their books within an openly atheist and 
anticlerical agenda.

For instance, Mutafchiyeva’s fictionalised history of Bogomilism does 
not shy away from the ideological inspirations of the interwar period. It 
relies on a familiar hypothesis from that period which argued that Chris
tianity, a religion introduced to Bulgaria by violence, never really took 
root among Bulgarian people, who grew to detest the Orthodox Church 
for betraying the interests of the masses. In a fashion reminiscent of 
the moral relativism of the gnostics, Mutafchiyeva portrays this popular 
hatred as a positive force, in that it becomes the driving force behind 
the Bogomil revolt, which she identifies with the mutiny of enlightened 
reason against oppressive dogma and economic exploitation, the first 
such attempt in the history of the modern world.

People become attached to the forbidden words out of hatred for those who 
minded, out of hatred of prohibitions and of violence, or simply out of sheer 
hatred. As they say, out of spite [Мутафчиева 1963: 85].

Each nation has contributed to the development of human thought. […] And 
if the Bulgarians are proud that Slavic literature first flourished on their 
land, that they transmitted it to the rest of the Slavic nations, it should be 
no less a source of pride – perhaps even greater – that in the darkest ages it 
was from Bulgaria that the road to free speech began, that it was Bulgaria 
that was the centre of heretical thought, the centre of the fight against 
the alloppressive Christian dogma [Мутафчиева 1963: 7].

The myth of Bulgarians as precursors of the European reform move
ments appears in a similar mould of Socialist Realist historical fiction in 
the two books by Bogdanov devoted to Vasily the Magus, a man famed 
for healings and miracles he performed at the turn of the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries:

Vasily was the first medieval man to die for universal ideals and for the lib
eration of the human spirit from the fetters of dogmatism. Many aspects 
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of his ideas were vague, but there appeared that flash of realisation that 
a person, in order to be free, must shake off social oppression. […] The Bul
garian Bogomils […] blazed a clear trail through the darkness of the Middle 
Ages to a bright future [Богданов 1962: 65–67].

In the two books, Bogdanov characterises his hero as a Christian 
martyr, but also as a mythical magus endowed with superhuman powers, 
respected even by Emperor Alexios Komnenos [Богданов 1962: 38], his 
death at the stake accompanied by supernatural events. By portraying 
Vasiliy as a largerthanlife spiritual figure, Bogdanov revives the early 
twentieth century myth of Bogomil ethicism, adding an element of mil
itancy:

But those humble, simplehearted people, zealously devoted to fasting 
and prayer, became ferocious tigers every time the Bishop of Maglen tried 
to forcibly break their resistance and make them return to the bosom of 
the Orthodox Church [Богданов 1988: 38].

In other words, Bogdanov’s fictionalised version of the events applauds 
rebellion against organised religion per se. Bogomilism is portrayed as 
a vanguard of progress; like Mutafchiyeva, Bogdanov reinvents the Bogomils, 
with their asceticism and their gnostic rejection of the material world, as 
fanatical revolutionaries: heroic defenders of the “utopian order” where 
the idea of everlasting redemption takes the form of ideological emanci
pation in the service of social justice. Religion is replaced not so much by 
enlightened rationality as by its secular substitutes. Suitably moulded in 
the interest of Communist Party propaganda, this image of Bogomilism 
was transparently coopted into the service of Communism’s dualistic 
worldview which, as Dorosz puts it,

showed a vision of the Promised Land where the coming of the Kingdom of 
Heaven was guaranteed by HistoryasGod, and the ProletariatasChrist. 
In this vision, the proletariat became […] an “esoteric” source of knowledge, 
certainty and faith, a deity which pursues salvation in the here and now, abro
gating the existing moral laws to replace them with the Absolute (History), 
thus paving the road to a hell of moral relativism [Dorosz 1999a: 27].

The idea that the world could be made whole by the new man who, 
once created, will be able to change the world in the spirit of universal 
good, had been one of the most actively exploited topoi in European 
culture since the beginning of the twentieth century. In recent decades, 
the rich literature on the subject has grown even more to include stud
ies on the links between the gnostic tradition and the mythologems or 
ideologems of the twentieth century. The new research has examined 
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a wealth of individual problems and topics, notably including the prove
nance of the Communist idea of the forging of a new man. In this respect, 
Communism was a kind of reprobate offspring of the Enlightenment 
[Furet 1999; Aron 1957], a popular notion which the Polish philosopher 
and historian of philosophy Leszek Kołakowski put as follows:

Communism, which grew out of a desperate need for ultimate salvation, for 
a new era, is an instance of such a convulsion. The product of the tradition 
of the Enlightenment, emerging at a time when educated elites had largely 
forsaken their traditional faiths, it took the (inconsistent) form of a secular 
religion. […] Its ideological bankruptcy was at the same time a defeat for 
the Enlightenment, of which it was the ultimate and most consistent – and 
therefore the most destructive – expression [Kołakowski 2012a: 41].

The view that Communism was a substitute for religion – that the ped
igree of Socialist Realism included an occultist streak, and that there 
were certain connections between it and the concepts of the Silver Age 
in Russian culture [see, among others, Agursky 1997] – are currently 
a subject for verification by historians of ideas. It seems that the vicis
situdes of Bulgarian reflection on Bogomilism tinted by Communism 
throws some interesting light on the problem.

The Occultist QuasiMarxist Variant

The deification of the Bogomils/the masses/the proletariat as a subject 
in the historical process was problematic to writers of socialist historical 
fiction. Those elements of their actual worldview that were at variance 
with the communist utopia needed to be dealt with in order to bring 
the characters safely in line with Marxism. The predominant approach 
was to shift the narrative focus in such a way as to play down or obscure 
certain aspects and ramifications of the Bogomil Manichaean outlook.

For instance, Boris Primov, author of the 1970 book Бугрите. Книга 
за поп Богомил и неговите последователи (The Bougres. A Book on 
Father Bogomil and His Disciples [Примов 1970]), justifies at length any 
nonrationalistic cracks in the Bogomil worldview as being, regrettably 
but excusably, part of the intellectual baggage of the period:

Bogomil was a man of the Middle Ages. Therefore, he believed deeply. And 
this is why, as he unmasked the official faith, he sought to replace it with 
another. He did not reject faith per se.

However, he was also a man of reason, and this fact was quite unusual 
in the Middle Ages. His conviction that true faith should not contradict 
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reason underpinned the efforts to reform the church in accordance as dic
tated by common sense. Combined with the deep moral principles of his 
doctrines, this conviction lead him to reject everything that was not com
patible with them [Примов 1970: 138–139].

Primov latches onto one aspect of Bogomilism, namely its attempt 
to come up with a fully coherent model of the world based on quasira
tional principles (an aspect found in any form of gnosis), and holds it 
up as an alibi for the Bogomils, portraying them as rationalistic rebels 
who stood up to the “superstitions of Orthodox Christianity” with its 
veneration of icons, crucifixes and holy relics. Other Bogomil virtues, 
according to Primov, included their rejection of the pessimistic out
look characteristic of extreme Manichaeism [Примов 1970: 147] and 
the courage of their convictions, which prompted them to explore new 
intellectual horizons, an attitude which won them followers throughout 
Europe. This, argued Primov, was a unique phenomenon at the time, 
one that would have been impossible outside of Bulgaria, where Slavic 
writings were “widely available” (as Primov incorrectly asserts) and 
understandable to common people, producing a ferment in the minds 
of people not habituated into comfortable intellectual conformism, and 
therefore reluctant to discard the tried and tested elements of their 
centuriesold tradition [Примов 1970: 171–173]. Accordingly, Primov 
treated the eclectic nature of Bogomil teachings, combining pagan pan
theism with Orphic and Christian elements [Примов 1970: 27], as being 
typical of Bulgarian pragmatism, where enlightened public interest 
always took priority.

The same compensatory approach to national complexes is palpable in 
the interpretations of Vladimir Topencharov. In his book Две жарави – един 
пламък. Бугри & катари. Есе (Two Burning Coals – One Flame. The Bougres 
& the Cathars – An Essay [Топенчаров 1982]), Topencharov argues, not 
without oversimplification and factual inaccuracies, for the primacy of 
Bogomil spirituality in medieval Europe, praising the originality, cour
age and flexibility of Bogomilism, as shown in its capacity to refashion 
an existing intellectual legacy in the spirit of rationalism. According to 
Topencharov, the new worldview, which Bogomil fashioned out of frag
ments of old religions, was a breakthrough achievement which stirred 
the people into social activism and gave them a sense of agency and selfre
liance. In common with Primov, Topencharov believed that the Bulgarian 
origins of Bogomilism were not accidental; they were instead a product 
of Bulgaria’s cultural superiority over Latin Europe, which he attributed 
directly to the decision of the first Bulgarian state to promote writings 
in a language understood by the common people:
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In popular written language, the Bogomilian pen had defined at an early stage – 
already in that distant medieval century – the basic position of the anticlerical 
and antifeudal struggle of the nations that were attaining maturity in Europe. 
Bulgarian literature set out like a pilgrim on the roads of Europe, to give 
a theoretical dimension to a panEuropean movement [Примов 1970: 128].

In this case, Topencharov reworks the myth that Bulgarian ver
nacular writings supposedly produced centuries’ worth of pollination 
in the Slavic Orthodox lands by imposing an expanded, universalist 
dimension on the idea of the Bulgarian cultural mission. He repurposes 
the myth of education as an agent of progress (originating in the Western 
Enlightenment) within a new ideological context to glorify the Bulgarian 
tradition as the original wellspring of all progress.

Topencharov’s optimistic belief that history was ultimately a pur
poseful process was accompanied by reflection on Bogomil cosmogony. He 
interpreted the moderate dualism of the Bogomils in terms of ideological 
superiority over the profoundly pessimistic dualism of Manichaeism, 
an advantage Topencharov attributed to the fact that the Bogomils 
were able to break free from the superstitions of a bankrupt religion: 
“The reason of the bougres, rebelling against the sclerotic ‘teachings’ of 
the Church (dogma), opened the gates of the mind to true knowledge” 
[Примов 1970: 113]. Topencharov praised Bogomil optimism as being 
typical of the rebellious, illiterate, exploited masses who came to believe 
that their struggle would be ultimately successful [Топенчаров 1982: 
41–43], and portrayed a supposedly Bogomil vision of future happiness 
in a world bathed in perfect beauty and light:

Despite its highly specific interpretation of evil and the people who were 
bearers of evil, the position of the Bogomils concerning the victory over evil, 
as well as their optimistic attachment to life, reason, beauty – light, make 
it in no way possible to bundle the Bogomils with the world’s pessimists. 
Striving for good, sensitivity to beauty – light are not typical of pessimists. 
Beauty is associated with optimism [Топенчаров 1982: 94].

Topencharov refused to accept that the Bogomil worldview was 
marked by a gnostic abhorrence of the material world, dismissing the idea 
as pseudoscholarly fallacy. In doing so, he came close to the modernist 
view, which deified beauty as a force capable of transforming the world.

Topencharov’s book was written at a time when ideological cracks were 
becoming increasingly apparent among Bulgaria’s Communist authorities. 
Today, the period between 1969 and 1987 is laconically described in Bul
garian literary history textbooks as a period of stability and stagnation; 
however, a more finegrained image is apparent to researchers of Bulgarian 
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culture, revealing a degree of internal variation [see Juda 2004]. Notably, 
one important anomaly resulted from the political activity of Lyudmila 
Zhivkova (1974–1981), daughter of Todor Zhivkov, the Bulgarian satrap 
and longtime First Secretary of the Bulgarian Communist Party.

When Lyudmila Zhivkova became the Minister of Culture, nobody 
expected her to treat the position as anything more than a comfortable 
sinecure, her excellent educational background notwithstanding (she 
had been carefully educated in the West as an art historian). However, 
Zhivkova quickly turned out to be an effective promoter of Bulgarian 
culture abroad, and a protector of the country’s cultural heritage, which 
won her plaudits and respect at home. Some of her achievements were 
undeniable: she helped to open Bulgaria up to a carefully managed set 
of Western cultural values, and she reinvigorated Bulgarian art after 
its long period of hibernation under the doctrines of Socialist Realism: 
achievements which have gone largely overlooked since 1989. One rare 
exception is a comment Yordan Vasilev makes in his memoir Патила 
и радости (Woes and Joys, 2002), where he admits that he and his wife, 
the wellknown writer Blaga Dimitrova, had always appreciated Zhivko
va’s genuinely positive impact on Bulgarian painting and culture [see 
Й. Василев 2002: 246]. Other members of the Bulgarian intelligentsia 
are mostly keeping an embarrassed silence on the subject, a surprising 
and paradoxical reaction. Given the fact that not many writers have pub
lished memoirs from the period (whether to take stock of the nation’s 
historical experience or to settle scores in Bulgarian cultural life), we can 
only speculate about the possible reasons for this resentful “conspiracy” 
of silence, presumably motivated by a desire to distance oneself from 
the Communist past. Artistic achievements and professional careers in 
Communist Bulgaria, once a source of prestige and privilege, have come 
to be regarded as an uncomfortable and (to some) shameful reminder of 
past opportunism. Perhaps this past involvement in Marxist ideology, as 
embarrassing evidence of participating in the Communist “engineering 
of human souls” or a personal friendship with “Lyudmila” (as Zhivkova 
used to be familiarly known), has now become awkward for a number 
of reasons, not least because of the political and criminal undertones 
of her tragic death. Having said all that, some literary testimonies on 
the ideological choices made by writers in that generation2 seem to 
suggest that the ideas promoted by Zhivkova, which had precious little 
to do with official Marxism, were increasingly present and developed in 
their writings.

 2 This subject is discussed at length in Chapter 4.
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Nikola Georgiev partly revealed the sources of those paradoxes in 
his famous essay Нова книга за българския народ (The New Book of 
the Bulgarian Nation, 1991), an analysis of the nepotism present in Bul
garia’s political system and the role the idiosyncratic minister of culture 
once played in that system of power. It was an open secret that Zhivkova 
stood apart from the apparatchiks in the Eastern Bloc as an unapologetic 
follower of European and Asian spirituality dressed up in a Marxist guise. 
The people Zhivkova surrounded herself with were a truly singular set, 
described by Georgiev as “modern artists, philosophers, icon painters, 
Thracian studies scholars, Suggestopedia specialists and Indian mystics.” 
Unsurprisingly, Zhivkova’s idea of Bulgarian spiritual growth attracted 
to her “court” a motley crew of “frauds, cultural faddists, mountebanks 
domestic and foreign, quacks, […] clairvoyants, […] specialists in Sug
gestopedia, talentless hacks, Indian fakirs, experts in hydrotherapy, 
hypnotists, et cetera” [see Й. Василев 2002: 32].

Zhivkova’s set of closest associates and the language of her speeches 
scandalised orthodox Marxists regardless of rank or influence. Those 
private criticisms of Zhivkova presumably led to some kind of political 
initiatives, whose documentary evidence currently remains locked up 
in Bulgarian state archives. Boris Delchev, a literary critic and a policy
maker at the time, left some sarcastic comments on the atmosphere of 
those times in a memoir (which remained unpublished until 1995). His 
entry for 26 August 1979 reads:

A speech by Ludmila Zhivkova was published in today’s issue of Работническо 
дело (238) [The Workers’ Deed – the leading newspaper of the Bulgarian 
Communist Party], delivered during the unveiling ceremony of the Banner 
of Peace monument. This is a gem of the Bulgarian language – a thing unique 
and unheard of, which should be carved into a marble slab and exhibited 
at the entrance to the Committee of Culture. Such insightful thoughts must 
not remain confined to the yellowed pages of newspapers. […]:

“Dear children,
Creators of a new world,
The solemn choir of light, resting in the infinite spiral of development, 
echoing the clear voice and aspiration of all peoples of the world, cut from 
the monolithic monument of unity. The voice of light lit the fire of life, and 
joined your hands in the name of brotherhood; in fearless flight, courageous 
dreams crossed the universe, and the universe echoed the spiritual torches 
of creativity. Shining in the song of light, the beautiful pursuit towards 
the future lit the fires of space, the chime of the community, lighting the way 
of the bold, opened a treasure trove of the heart and it accepted the call 
of beauty!”



126 Bogomilism: The Afterlife of the “Bulgarian Heresy”

[…] And all that is presented by a member of the Politburo, and is supposed 
to pass for… Marxism [Делчев 1995: 361–362].

The metaphors and turns of phrase Delchev quotes from Zhivkova’s 
speech at the opening ceremony of the Banner of Peace International 
Festival of Children and Youth3 reveal her ideological inspirations, which 
by 1979 were no longer a surprise to anyone. The previous year, Zhivkova 
had already expressed her creed in a less explicit form in an introduc
tion to Bogomil Rainov’s biography of Nikolai Roerich.4 The book was 
published to accompany a major exhibition of Roerich’s paintings organ
ised by the Bulgarian Ministry of Culture. In Zhivkova’s introduction, 
newspeak mixes with the associative language of occultism to produce 
an open affirmation of Roerich and his Living Ethics,5 expressing faith 
in the theurgic power of (emphatically capitalised) Art and Beauty [see 
Живкова 1978].

The Russian writer Valentin Sidorov, one of Zhivkova’s biographers 
and a man very much under the spell of his subject’s magnetic personal
ity,6 argued that there was a direct link between her personal spiritual 
experiences and her political activity. After a serious car crash, which 
almost left Zhivkova blind, she took an interest in yoga and selfhealing 
methods. She became intensely ascetic in her personal life, studying agni-
yoga, Living Ethics and other broadly esoteric subjects [Сидоров 1998: 
10]. This personal experience would also influence Zhivkova’s political 
plans. Combining the unshakeable belief of a missionary with the powerful 
state apparatus she had at her disposal as the daughter of Todor Zhivkov 
(First Secretary of the Communist Party of Bulgaria), Lyudmila Zhivkova 
decided to spearhead the mission of a wholesale cultural reeducation 
of Bulgarian society. The project, planned on a timescale of decades, 
would have involved a revitalisation of the ancient cultural heritage of 

 3 1979 was celebrated in Bulgaria as the year of the Banner of Peace International 
Festival of Children and Youth, with the slogan Unity. Creation. Beauty. The high point of 
the festival involved the unveiling of the Banner of Peace monument. The upper part of 
the obelisk was decorated with seven large bells, symbolising the seven main principles 
of the Mahatma and Teacher Roerich, a fact Zhivkova did not try to hide.
 4 A. Donchev also published a biography of Roerich. His text reconciled the propaganda 
strategies of the communist period with the popularisation of Theosophical knowledge; 
see SzwatGyłybowa 2003; Дончев 1979, 1989.
 5 The Living Ethic is a syncretic esoteric system predicated on Euroasiatic mission
ism, created by Elena and Nikolai Roerich; see Pawluczuk 1998: 183–185; Stephens 1997: 
361–365.
 6 Sidorov also wrote a biography of Roerich; see Сидоров 1983.
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the Bulgarian territories,7 combined with educational efforts such as 
major commemorations of the figures who shaped human civilisation, 
with the entire nation participating in conferences, seminars, symposiums 
and exhibitions devoted to the nominated artists, with Nikolai Roerich 
heading the list. Zhivkova declared that 1978 would be a Roerich Year, 
followed by a Da Vinci Year in 1979 and a Lenin Year in 1980 (to be followed 
in due course by Tagore, St. Constantine the Philosopher, Lomonosov, 
Goethe, Patriarch Euthymius, and Jan Ámos Komenský).

According to Sidorov, what made it easier for Zhivkova to put Roerich 
at the top of her list of commemorative celebrations was the fact that 
the centennial of Roerich’s birth had been acknowledged in the USSR after 
many years of frosty silence.8 Probably not coincidentally, the Kremlin 
took a dim view of Zhivkova’s initiatives, her sincere and demonstrative 
love of Russian culture notwithstanding – allegedly (according to Sidorov) 
because of fears concerning her popularity in the USSR, where her book 
По законите на красотата (According to the Law of Beauty), strongly 
influenced by the Living Ethics, quickly sold 100,000 copies. Bogomil 
Rainov suggests as much today, and his book Людмила. Мечти и дела 
(Lyudmila. Dreams and Deeds, 2003) constructs a legend of Zhivkova as 
a precursor of occultism in Bulgaria.

It has long been high time to say this loudly and clearly: Ludmila Zhivkova 
set herself the strategic goal of gradually relegating, and then completely 
replacing, all of the philosophical, ethical and aesthetic postulates of Marx
ismLeninism, accepted at the time as irrevocable dictates on social life. […] 
[Б. Райнов 2003: 78].

This view is corroborated by a comment from Svetoslav Roerich, 
Nikolai Roerich’s son, who argued as early as 1980 that Lyudmila Zhivkova 
was engaged in a lone and heroic struggle to incorporate the ideas of 
Living Ethics into the fabric of the Communist state:

Lyudmila Zhivkova is the only state figure in the twentieth century who 
has profoundly adopted the Living Ethics and saw in it great potential for 
improving and spiritualizing the state system through culture and high 
philosophical thought. She understands very well that a state should be built 

 7 In this respect, this translated into state support for research on Thrace, Cyril and 
Methodius, and the protoBulgarians. On Zhivkova’s initiative, a major exhibition of 
Thracian treasures toured the world in the second half of the 1970.
 8 This acknowledgement was not merely a token gesture. It involved the publication 
of numerous biographies of Roerich and new editions of some of his works in the 1970s 
(even if the printruns were modest by USSR publishing standards); see, among others, 
Рерих 1974, 1979; Беликов, Князева 1972; Полякова 1973.
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and run in accordance with the rules of beauty. However, it is very difficult 
for her, and not just difficult, but positively dangerous [quoted after Б. Рай
нов 2003: 79; cf. Б. Райнов 2003: 194].

Despite all this busy mythmaking, Zhivkova’s efforts can on no account 
be regarded as a form of struggle against the regime. On the contrary, 
the proSoviet ideological orthodoxy of Roerich, who fully approved of 
the “new man” being hammered out in the Soviet Union,9 served to legiti
mize her ideological explorations, which not only combined Marxism with 
Theosophy, but also certain preferred values of the East and the West, 
with Russia as their hypostasis. According to W. Pawluczuk, Roerich

termed the approaching era the “Russian Age.” He believed that a “fiery 
revolution of the spirit” would commence in Russia, as opposed to the USA, 
where the industrial revolution was no longer yielding human progress. 
In the words of the Bulgarian prophetess Vanga, “Russia will soar up like 
an eagle, and spread its wings to protect the earth. Once united and bound 
together by ties of brotherhood, the Russian nation is capable of bringing 
spiritual revival to the planet [Pawluczuk: 1998: 184].

Zhivkova’s decision to launch a renewal of mankind, beginning with 
the intelligentsia, produced an atmosphere where posing as an occultist 
and dropping conversational references to Roerich or Madame Blavatsky 
was more socially acceptable than quoting from Marx or Lenin. Unsur
prisingly, Bulgarian Marxists were alarmed at her efforts to undermine 
the orthodox foundations of communist materialism, and denounced 
her in letters to the Soviet embassy. Zhivkova combined Theosophical 
hopes for spiritual progress with a longterm plan to include an experi
mental component in the project [Б. Райнов 2003: 55]10 by establishing 
a research institute tasked with developing a scientific understanding 
of the mysteries of consciousness and the mechanisms by which it might 
be expanded, a first step in a proposed project of creating a new man 
whose spiritual potential would restore the sacred nature of the cosmos. 
Zhivkova’s personal esoteric experiences, such as Deunov’s legendary 
White Brotherhood11 famed for its healers or Baba Vanga (a prophet

 9 For his connections with M. Gorky see Agursky 1997: 259–260, 264.
 10 From the 1970s onwards, an Institute of Suggestology operated in Sofia, enjoying 
international scientific prestige into the 1990s.
 11 This finds confirmation in the very title of Blaga Dimitrova’s essay on the wellknown 
Bulgarian healer Peter Dimkov, Лечителят – най-древният български мит, which traces 
the traditional healing practices back to the earliest substrate of Bulgarian culture:
“Known as the medicine man, the herbalist, the sorcerer, the magician, the wizard, since 
his birth he has the higher ability to cure diseases and to relieve people from physical and 
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ess whose advice was sought by Todor Zhivkov himself, and a personal 
acquaintance of Zhivkova),12 probably contributed to her fascination with 
the occult.13 The myth that Bulgaria was predestined to play the role of 
a spiritual leader of mankind was being revived in a new form:

This small country had the audacity to undertake great things. It was ahead of 
everyone, even the Soviet Union, which it was supposed to obediently follow. 
“You are transforming Bulgaria into a vanguard of the White Brotherhood,” 
I once told Lyudmila. “Even if this never moves beyond the experiment stage, 
it will never be forgotten” [Сидоров 1998: 17].

Though expressed by a Russian writer, the occult historiosophy that 
underpins Sidorov’s message seems oddly familiar. In this interpretation, 
Bulgaria is viewed as special, a chosen country, a central point from which 
esoteric ideas of utmost significance emanate to the world: a pioneer of 
the Living Ethics, the most perfect sublimation of the free Eurasian spirit. 
Unexpectedly returning to Bulgaria in a new, Socialist Realist guise is 
the modernist dream of the theurgic power of art and the “new man” 
who will lead humanity to a “bright future.”

The ideas of Zhivkova, who died prematurely, could be interpreted as 
a case of insanity affecting a member of the establishment. Sensational 
revelations coming to light in Zhivkova’s panegyrical and hagiographic 
biographies written by people connected with the Communist regime 
should be viewed through the lens of an especially potent hermeneutics 
of suspicion, and their claims that it was Zhivkova who initiated the pro
cess of ideological change in Bulgaria should be taken with a grain of salt. 
Still, she certainly had a lasting influence on the Bulgarian intelligentsia. 
Lyudmila Zhivkova may have found those ideas in the private library of 
Nikolai Rainov [Б. Райнов 2003: 15–16, 38–44], but society was made 
receptive to them by the increasingly pronounced fascination of Bulgarian 
writers with Bogomilism.

spiritual suffering. Recognised as the sage of the village […] a skilled diviner of the wise 
book of nature. […] He lived like a hermit […], and he kept his healing abilities secret” 
[Б. Димитрова 1996: 257].
For more information about the White Brotherhood, see pp. 101–116.
 12 A charismatic figure shrouded in mystery for decades, Baba Vanga has finally become 
of the subject of several recent biographies revealing important details of her worldview 
and life in Communist Bulgaria, where she played the role of trusted advisor to the high
est echelons of power. From 1967 onwards her activities were officially monitored by 
the authorities to impose control over her clients. Still, she was visited by foreign diplomats 
and public figures from the USSR; see Стоянова 1990; Костадинова 1997, 1999.
 13 This has also been noted by Toncho Zhechev, a respected historian of Bulgarian 
literature; see Жечев 1999: 190–197.
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Stefan Tsanev’s Hylics and Pneumatics
Stefan Tsanev’s play Процесът против богомилите (The Trial of 
the Bogomils, 1969) came out in the late 1960s following an outpouring 
of fictionalised histories of Bogomilism (several of which were discussed 
in the earlier chapters). In the Zhivkov period, the play was performed in 
Bulgaria and abroad with considerable success. In 1974, Blaga Dimitrova 
wrote Богомилката. Мистерия (The Bogomil Woman. A Mystery), a play 
that long remained unpublished, and did not come out until 1989, when 
it finally appeared in “Съвременник.”

Those two tragifarcical pieces have a number of elements in common. 
The world portrayed in each is a grotesque blend of irony and tragedy, 
heterogeneous motivations and different time periods. In order to produce 
narrative vehicles capable of settling scores in the real world, both writers 
combined a historical setting with a ludic outlook, and laced their works 
with philosophical references. In a cultural context where the heretical 
tradition was appreciatively portrayed by the state as a prefiguring of 
Communist ideology, Tsanev and Dimitrova were able to propose a reductio 
ad absurdum of this dialogue with a politicised version of Bogomilism, and 
fashioned it, in their respective ways, into a tool for attacking modernity. 
Both writers turn their satirical edge against the authorities, who work in 
tandem with its subordinated institution of the Orthodox Church (meaning 
the Party), which fabricates spurious myths and serves as an instrument of 
mind control. However, certain differences in terms of dramatic emphasis 
meant that the two plays had very different fates.

The central narrative axis in Tsanev’s play is a historical event: 
the synod of Tarnovo, which Tsar Boril convened against the Bogomils 
in 1211. The play is set in the the Tarnovo church, and the Bulgarian heretics 
are prosecuted by a series of characters from different historical periods: 
Presbyter Cosmas, author of an antiBogomil polemic (tenth/eleventh 
century), Anna Komnena, daughter of the Byzantine basileus, laid down 
in a coffin inscribed “Main Witness for the Prosecution” (twelfth century); 
but also Robert the Bougre, first a Bogomil missionary in thirteenth cen
tury Provence, later a notorious inquisitor and scourge of the Bogomils, 
a Bogomil turned a “hammer of the heretics” [Цанев n.d.: 23]. The only 
character to defend the Bogomils is a professional barrister sent in from 
the twentieth century, who represents the viewpoint of posterity, though 
one reduced to a Marxist perspective. In a speech that opens the play and 
provides it with an ideological commentary, the barrister explains his 
credo as a defender of the “ideals” once professed by the Bogomils, and 
currently embraced by the Communists:
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The Bogomils, as it is known, reject, in the form of religious heresy, the political 
and social foundations of feudalism, namely: the power of the Tsar, the state 
as a tool of oppression, material inequality, as well as demagogy, which is 
used to justify these three things. […] The ideas of the Bogomils are an early 
and naive variant of communist ideas. And I will defend the Bogomils as com
munists, […] I defend the progressive negation, and if someone feels offended 
or does not agree with me  please, let him come out, we will put one empty 
chair on the stage, right here, next to the throne of the Tsar [Цанев n.d.: 2–3].

The shrewd suggestion that any dissenting voices in the audience 
who contest this interpretation of history should join the action on 
stage alongside the preferred party in the trial was a clever ruse. Given 
the disrupted communicative context of dramatic performance, this vir
tually guaranteed that the chair kept free for any potential defenders of 
the authorities hostile to the ideologically committed Bogomils (in this 
case represented by Tsar Boril) would remain empty. Tsanev was engaging 
in a piece of protective camouflage to mask any suspicious intentions that 
might draw the attention of the state control apparatus.

In the world of the play, the idea of the ruler and the grotesque, anach
ronistic elements together form a model of historical reality as an endless 
cycle of reiterations, where each regime is predestined to become an enemy 
of the people it governs. Physically as well as metaphysically, Tsar Boril 
is indestructible. Represented by countless doubles, the tsar loses his life 
in a series of scenes, only to be revived again. The quasicarnivalesque 
mask – the costume, the grotesque guise that transforms a condemned 
masquerader into a ruler – takes on a kind of semiosis. Boril’s red boots 
and gold crown become identifying tokens of his successive incarnations: 
a pathetic link in an unending procession of seedy players. An institution 
whose power is based on a diabolically consistent exercise of physical 
and symbolic violence, the tsar is always renewing himself, representing 
an allegory of the evil that continues to be present in the world. This vision 
is complemented by the Byzantine principle of Caesaropapism, which 
Tsanev reduced as absurdum to demonstrate how its logic turns clergymen 
into cynical yesmen for the secular authorities. In the play, a tragicomical 
instance of the tsar’s dominance over the church hierarchs occurs in a scene 
where Tsar Boril places a horse behind the iconostasis and announces 
that he has seen Archangel Michael, an apparent miracle that the church 
officials confirm with alacrity and conviction. Their comments unwittingly 
slip into obscenity, compromising their standing as men of God:

Cosmas: Yes… Archangel Michael… his wings are about that white, they’re 
white… and the sword like this one!… red, bloody… He nodded to me and 
said, “be strong in faith….” Yes… yes… […]
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The Patriarch: O Lord, I have come!… I have come to see at the end of my 
life… such a… miracle! Miracle, my Lord… [Цанев n.d.: 28–29].

In the world of the play, this group of characters is connected by 
a special bond of toleration with the layfolk or the “profanes” (profani), 
who form what Elias Canetti might describe as a “hunting pack” [Canetti 
1981: 97–98] stalking the palace, out to kill the tsar even if they only 
succeed in killing his doubles.

The profanes appear to be dregs of society, their material status 
defined by their clothes, a preposterous mix of rags and clown costume. 
And yet they are involved in shaping the rules that determine the tsar’s 
actions, in that the tsar’s masquerade is a reaction to the threat they 
pose. Contrary to pragmatic logic, the profanes are the only group in 
the world of the play who suffer no repressions. Their taut bowstrings 
speak for themselves: the inexorable logic of absurdity releases them 
from any responsibility for the crimes they perpetrate. The tsar’s dou
bles are defenceless against the group that stands outside of law, and 
whose members are stuck in a murderous trance that seems positively 
carnivalesque. They fulfil their need for revenge/play by participating 
in a necrophiliac mystery play of destruction, affecting all the values 
appropriated by the state and the church. They are inveterate scoffers, 
whose state of mind gets revealed through obscene gestures and vulgar 
songs, unmasking those aspects of their imagination that push them to 
defile any external values, religious dogma in particular:

Ха, намери я
дева Мария!
Пак се е скрила
със Гавраила.

Старата църква
нещо проскръцва,
нещо се друса…
Правят Исуса!

Старият Йосиф
радостно носи
два дълги рога,
щом са от бога…
[Цанев n.d.: 16]

(Well, find her / Virgin Mary / she is hiding again / with Gabriel. / The old 
Church / is somewhat creaking / somewhat jolting… / They’re making Jesus! 
/ Old Joseph / joyfully wears / two long horns / because they are from God…)
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In this sense, the profanes can only exist insofar as there is an oppos
ing paradigm they can negate, and thus define their own worldview. 
Paradoxically, their identity is conditioned, à rebours, by the very secular 
and ecclesiastical authorities they oppose.

The Bogomils, the grand defendants of the Bulgarian Middle Ages, have 
a different status in the play. In contrast to the homogeneous profanes, they 
comprise a heterogeneous group of people: an essentially random assortment 
of various nonconformists shoehorned into a uniform worldview by the wit
nesses for the prosecution (Presbyter Cosmas, Anna Komnena). Tsanev is far 
from viewing the Bogomils as scapegoats. On the contrary – each of them 
is guided by a personal motivation as they freely embrace their fate.

Several personalities stand out from this nameless crowd: the blind 
man Avitokh, Princess Maria, the Bogomil Perfectus, Stefan, Bosota 
the boyar and courtier, or Yoan Kukuzel, a medieval composer of Orthodox 
sacred music. They differ in terms of biographies and ethical values, but 
what brings them together is intellectual independence and the courage 
to stand by their convictions. Those medieval dissidents appear to pose 
a threat to Boril precisely because of their inner freedom, which threat
ens the uniform fabric of a culture based on Caesaropapist principles. 
The diabolical Tsar Boril derides their values:

Come on, old man, admit that you have been recruited by the Bogomils. Magic, 
predictions… mysticism embellishes everything, makes it look romantic, 
this is why they need you, they need your blind eyes – as decoration; you 
don’t think that they need your predictions, do you? They do not believe in 
them [Цанев n.d.: 46].

Boril’s cynicism is indicative of his hylic nature, hylics being soulless 
people who rule the world at any given time in history. The tsar uses 
a kind of newspeak which, though it sounds anachronistic in the thir
teenth century setting, functions as a vehicle of satire and a shibboleth 
of every person in power.

Standing at the opposite pole are similarly timeless types: the prophet, 
the teacher, the poet. They combine to form a collective portrait of 
the pagan Bulgarian: disenfranchised and standing apart from the com
munity of power, yet representing the most enduring and vital values of 
Bulgarian culture, such as its egalitarianism, its attitude of pragmatic 
survival, and its sense for the metaphysical.

All this is reflected in the crooked mirror of unexamined Western 
stereotypes spouted by the inquisitor, Robert Bougre/Peter, a Bogomil 
apostate turned cruel oppressor, characterised by Tsanev as a flexible 
player who is always prepared to turn his coat:
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This is what they call heretics in Europe – Bulgarians. This is because 
the heresy set out from Bulgaria. And in all languages “Bulgarian” means: 
heretic, scoundrel, rake [Цанев n.d.: 23].

Inwardly, however, the Bogomil priest Stefan has a very different 
interpretation of Bulgarian spiritual reality. It is the Bogomils who are 
pure believers, Stefan asserts:

We are the true Christians, you are the heretics! [Цанев n.d.: 33].

Although on the face of it he uses a language of values, where Chris
tianity is associated with the sphere of the sacred, Christianity means 
something different to Stefan than it does to the Caesaropapist faction. 
He is unremittingly hostile to the demiurge’s earthly representatives, 
an attitude which translates into a political radicalism coupled with 
a general disgust towards political power as a domain of evil. This rad
icalism will make it impossible for Stefan to accept Boril’s offer to make 
Bogomilism a state religion:

Better to side with God, having faith in good and justice, and hating you, 
than to side with you, but without faith, without ideals, without anything, 
without God… Why can’t you understand that we are restoring the faith 
that you have destroyed in people… Is it better to tell people: God is wrong 
and unfair, do not believe him! Or, perhaps it is better to say that you, God’s 
servants, are evil and unjust, so that they do not believe you? […] But if we are 
not able to change the priests, we will change the religion [Цанев n.d.: 74].

Stefan freely chooses to die at the stake. This decision of the Bogomil 
leader, shown in a protoCommunist guise, is commented on by Robert 
Bougre/Peter, who belittles its moral significance. In his understanding 
of Stefan’s choice, the condemned man was guided by pride, and chose to 
die in order to impress the posterity, an opinion that finds some support 
in Stefan’s somewhat megalomaniacal prophecy that the burning stakes 
of the Bogomil martyrs will set the whole world alight. In this context, 
Tsanev appears to be referencing the view, sanctioned by all Bulgarian 
tradition to date, that Bogomilism had a remarkably farreaching impact. 
This mythologizing treatment of the Bulgarian contribution to European 
culture is connected with an obsession with immortality, which is con
ditioned by the memory of future generations. This idea has obviously 
served as a source of consolation since the Enlightenment, with people 
hoping to leave a major and lasting mark on a world gradually improved 
by the force of the human mind free from the fetters of dogma [Taylor 
1989: 352]. However, this prophetic vision of a world revolution produces 
a jarring dissonance with the Bogomil understanding of the world as 
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an irretrievably corrupt realm condemned to an eternal circle of repeti
tion. Paradoxically, the same vision of history appears in the comments 
of the twentieth century character in the play, the counsel for the defence 
of the Bogomil cause, who speaks in the language of Communist propa
ganda. As a result, the homage to Bogomilism made on behalf of history is 
tempered by the skeptical sense that those ideals might never be actually 
implemented. The Bogomils are ahead of their time:

The verdict is clear. And history confirms this verdict. My defence is unnec
essary […] The Bogomil movement weakened the Bulgarian state and 
contributed to its downfall under Turkish slavery. That’s right. And a twen
tiethcentury writer vilified the Bogomils in one of his books, adding his 
voice to the accusations of Presbyter Cosmas […] But, gentlemen, if nothing 
else, there is an invisible victory, there is an intangible benefit – it is worth 
the great sacrifices. Because the Bogomils sowed in the soul of the people 
a refusal to be reconciled to injustice – and that’s a lot! There is defeat, 
but no resignation. There is no victory, but there is heroism. This heroism 
became a legend, and legends, gentlemen, have proved to be more endur
ing than victory. Like a torch, the Bogomil spirit has been passed through 
the darkness of the eight centuries that separate you from me. This torch 
flamed in the fifteenth century and illuminated the Renaissance, and in 
the nineteenth century it was taken up by the Communists [Цанев n.d.: 78].

In other words, the Bogomil victory is moral rather than pragmatic. 
Their success consisted in the fact that they alerted Bulgarian people 
and taught them to mistrust power and not be taken in by duplicitous 
political messaging:

Generations learned to read historical documents, Father. Where it said 
“anathema!” – we read “glory,” where it said “glory!” – we read “disgrace,” 
where it said “traitors” – we read “freedom fighters,” where it said “enemies of 
the homeland” – we read it as “patriots,” et cetera, et cetera [Цанев n.d.: 25].

In the context of conformism among the Bulgarian intelligentsia, 
Tsanev’s modern allusions were an exhortation rather than a sober 
surmise. His overly generous conclusion that Bulgarians were endowed 
with an exceptional amount of political nous were probably intended to 
be cautionary:

Since when did the ideals which establish the state become a danger to 
the state, and was considered heresy? Why do you condemn those who 
preach your own ideals? It is you who should be tried – and you should be 
tried twice! Because there are two option: either you lied earlier that you 
have ideals, or today you betrayed those ideals. So I press charges of lies 
and betrayal on you! [Цанев n.d.: 47].
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This dichotomy between illusion and disillusionment about the chances 
of a BogomilCommunist utopia ever coming to fruition becomes partic
ularly significant in the context of the national utopia communicated in 
the text. Besides the descendants of protoBulgarian boyars, this vision is 
expressed by a key character, Yoan Kukuzel, an artist inspired by folklore, 
for whom the pagan roots of the people/nation are the only thing with 
authentic value. Yoan Kukuzel’s impassioned speech before the tribunal 
invokes the pagan tradition, identifying it as the cradle of prevalent ideas 
of justice, equality, and respect for human beings. His character appears 
to be Tsanev’s porte parole, and his argument is boosted by a reference 
to the words of the protoBulgarian Khan Ormutag, a pensive reflection 
on life which inspired pride in twentieth century Bulgarian patriots:

Even if a man lives well, he dies, and another one is born. Let the one who 
comes later upon seeing this inscription remember [Цанев n.d.: 80].14

In invoking the protoBulgarian tradition more than a decade before 
it was fully vindicated by the Communist regime, Tsanev finds ideological 
support for such postulated ideals as democratic government and social 
justice. Thus, the counsel for the defence portrays Bogomilism and pro
toBulgarian paganism as contributing factors that shaped the nation’s 
moral sense and shaped its cultural identity, as it were in opposition to 
oppressive politics of any kind. Yoan Kukuzel’s opinions about art and 
the calling of an artist, which sound anachronistic in the world of the play, 
are a transparent allusion to real life under a communist regime. Yoan 
Kukuzel’s thoroughly modern argument is a veiled suggestion that peo
ple should be allowed to exercise their human right to freely develop as 
artists. Unlike the other voices in the play, all of which are brought into 
question by an underpinning of grotesque irony, only Kukuzel’s comments 
appear candid and sincere.

I am dying for that day when man will get free from the bondage of things. 
I’m dying for the sake of the true realm of freedom, which will come when 
human abilities become an end in themselves [Цанев n.d.: 81].

In praising freedom, Tsanev’s character remains loyal to the projec
tions of communist utopias; with this bulletproof ideological alibi, he also 
becomes a personification of the perfect man (understood ahistorically). 
In this he shows a similarity to the eponymous heroine of Dimitrova’s 

 14 This is a quotation from the socalled Inscription of Tarnovo, carved into stone at 
the behest of the protoBulgarian Khan Ormutag (814–831) and signed with his name. 
PreChristian protoBulgarian inscriptions are considered the oldest set of medieval 
Bulgarian writings.
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Богомилката. Мистeрия, a play suppressed during the Communist period. 
Intertextual links between those two plays suggest that Dimitrova wrote 
Богомилката as a response to Tsanev’s play, even though Dimitrova 
does not mention this explicitly in the lengthy afterword appended to 
the first edition of her “mystery” as a separate publication. Dimitrova 
realises the importance of Tsanev’s settling of accounts, however she offers 
her own interpretation of the Communist obsessions with Bogomilism, 
as well as her reflection on the position of an outstanding individual 
in a binary world. However, a closer reading of the play reveals that it 
tackles other problems as well. The settling of political scores is merely 
a ludic and journalistic facade,15 hiding an artistic record of a mystical 
experience of life.

The Paradigms of a Heretic. Богомилката 
by Blaga Dimitrova
Dimitrova shares the premise that the Bogomil movement had a plebeian, 
“antifeudalistic” provenance, stemming from the frustrations experienced 
by oppressed people, and she does not reject the Marxist angle in inter
preting Bogomilism. However, by equating Communism and Bogomilism 
she explodes the BogomilCommunist utopia of a bright future, replacing 
it with a vision of a world where society is dominated by those in power: 
a passive and disenfranchised mass prone to manipulation.

In the play’s vague chronological and geographical setting (a Balkan 
empire in the late thirteenth century, with a Turkish invasion loom
ing large),16 the strings of history are pulled by those in power. They 
include the tsar and his ideological opponent, a Bogomil leader known 
as the Perfect One. The two characters are mirror images of each other: 
they are doubles, perfectly exchangeable, and made distinguishable only 
by elements of theatrical makeup or costume (an upturned or a drooping 
moustache, different clothes, a crown or a wreath of thistles), and by their 
contrasting interests (the tsar wants to hold on to power, the Bogomil 

 15 This is a separate interesting problem connected mainly with the question of wordplay 
in Dimitrova’s play. Her wordplay, which ranges from parodies of official newspeak and 
Todor Zhivkov’s idiolect to a lyrical recycling of forgotten archaisms and dialecticisms, 
serves not only as an instrument of political allusion, but also an element of philosophical 
reflection of language as the thing that conditions humanity, a problem which I will omit 
here for reasons of space.
 16 Dimitrova is taking liberties with historical fact – Bulgaria was in fact conquered 
by the Ottoman Empire late in the fourteenth century.
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leader wants to seize it). The characters in their respective retinues 
are ciphers: the courtiers are only distinguishable by inscriptions on 
their ribbons, which give them the appearance of an identity (personal 
or political). One courtier is a “leftist” (Левак), another a “rightist” 
(Десняк). A third, a “bothist” (Двуяк), wears both ribbons. The atten
dants of the Bogomil leader are made of the same servile stuff, except 
they are dressed in rags. In the play, Dimitrova consistently implies 
that almost all of the characters are interchangeable, their differences 
merely a matter of appearance. In doing so, she equates the “Luciferic” 
nature of secular power (as seen by the Bogomils), and the “sacred” 
nature of authority in the Bogomil community. In her interpretation, 
people who reach for power share a fundamental psychological affinity, 
regardless of ideological differences. In the world of the play, the gro
tesque Tsar (a cynic who makes no effort to conceal his scheming and 
heavyhanded political intrigues, and who gloats about his power and 
influence), is a twin brother of the Perfect One, the heresiarch who 
views enlightened social ideology as a springboard to power and a way 
to manipulate people.

Dimitrova’s use of the dramatic device of the double takes on an extra 
significance in the context of the play’s events. The grotesque Tsar (and, 
in his other incarnation, the Bogomil leader) are both relying on a logic 
of collective manipulation to forge a new ideologem and use it to bolster 
their respective status. The former seeks to intimidate his subjects by 
highlighting the terrible power of his machinery of repression. The latter 
senses an opportunity to consolidate the fragmenting Bogomil commu
nity by activating a new heroic myth. For this purpose, a victim will be 
needed, to serve as the canvas for a suitable narrative. Paradoxically, and 
meaningfully, both select the same person: Smaraida, a Bogomil woman 
who is loved by the common people, a fortune teller and herbalist who 
sings traditional songs and comforts the suffering. They trap Smaraida 
into a scheme that will force her to engage in theological dispute with 
a monk named Onuphrius.

Perfect One. Do everything that comes to your mind! […] If you want, undress 
completely in public squares […] When you’re dancing, sway and bend like 
a snake to take his breath away! Sing charms, cast magic spells if you like, 
but do not let him win over you!
Smaraida. I swear to you that I am strong when my words and songs are 
free! Then they are wonderful [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 38]!

Contrary to the assurances of the Tsar and the Perfect One, the aim 
of the debate is to trip up the Bogomil woman into making some kind of 
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unguarded statement to provide incriminating evidence in charges of heresy 
and witchcraft, leading to her imprisonment and death at the stake. When 
the monk calls her “a witch” (despite his burgeoning love, and contrary to 
his intuitions and actual intentions), the heroine will be martyred, a fate 
Onuphrius cannot, or maybe will not, prevent from happening. In the event, 
the “heretic” woman will embrace her fate, accepting the sacrifice that 
will become the “mystery” of the title.17

In the play, public execution as an organised spectacle is presumably 
treated as an instance of a universal pattern, the same as the struggle 
between the plebeians and the patricians taking place in the background. 
In Dimova’s interpretation, both of those groups of historical agents and 
animators – the courtiers and the Bogomil teachers – are two opposing 
sects, personally and ideologically interconnected, and indifferent to 
the people whose hearts and minds they are trying to win. Members of 
the monarchist faction as well as the Bogomil leaders despise the ordi
nary people, whom they view as a passive and easily manipulated mass. 
Hated by this binary structure of the government and its opposition, 
the people will select groups of representatives who will join each of 
those symmetrical and opposing structures to engage in history on their 
available terms. By delegating its representation to each of those groups/
sects, society is getting mired ever deeper in stagnation and a sense of 
disenfranchisement and powerlessness in the face of history, a condition 
where the only safe option is to be a passive onlooker. The play’s numer
ous allusions to life under Communism give this diagnosis of Bulgarian 
society a timeless quality, as the world of the play becomes an allegory 
for contemporary reality.

With her gift of prophecy, the Bogomil woman of the title is the only 
character who can straddle both of the play’s timespaces. Dimitrova 
characterises her as the only righteous character in an objectified and 
morally compromised mass of humans who seek her assistance but also 
fear her. Particularly the men are almost visibly frightened of Smaraida’s 
femaleness (which they regard as a challenge and a threat), her verbal 
lashings (in which she speaks openly about their most secret machina
tions), magic and herbs (which threaten their personal autonomy), and 
the venomous snake coiled meekly around her waist. In accordance with 
the misogynist stereotype, this exceptional woman must die, or the uni
form world of male domination will come crashing down.

 17 The title is ambiguous and it is not easy to tell whether we are dealing with an allusion 
to the ancient mystery cults of the initiated, or perhaps a reference to medieval mystery 
plays, a genre not found in the Slavia Ortodoxa Orientalis.
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Does that make Dimitrova’s play a kind of feminist addendum to 
the patriarchal narrative? Or is it another attempt to allegorise an abstract 
idea and present it in familiar historical trappings, a runofthemill 
approach in European culture, where a Bulgarian female heretic becomes 
an alltoopredictable face of freedom? In the former case, Dimitrova 
would be part of critical reflection on the “negative tradition.” In the latter, 
Smaraida the Bogomil woman would be another addition to the set of 
mythologized women of European culture as yet another local allegory 
of liberty [see, among others, Sennett 1994: 285–292; Janion 1996a].

It seems that those questions are crucial to the correct interpretation 
of Dimitrova’s complex and multilayered text, where the different mean
ings are a product of a kind of semantic interference between meanings 
drawn from various strata of Bulgarian cultural tradition, including 
the socalled “vicarious tradition.”18 Some of those interactions between 
diverse cultural codes may not have been conscious or intentional.19 
In the afterword, Dimitrova admits that the play was taking shape at 
an acutely existential point in her life, when she looked for an escape 
from suffering through the ludic element.20 Those circumstances find 
reflection in Dimitrova’s allusive and punning writing method, heavily 
relying on free association. Combined with Dimitrova’s literary erudition 
and her extensive knowledge of Bulgarian cultural tradition, this “spon
taneity” of artistic creation produced an eclectic strategy of interpreting 
the world.21 This complexity of discourse is particularly apparent in 
the case of the Bogomil woman, who is the central character of this self
styled mystery play. Dimitrova had woven a rich cultural background for 
her character, with inspirations drawn from folklore, Thracian mythology, 
Orthodox Christian iconographic traditions, esoteric speculation and 
past literature. The product is an easily relatable literary character who 
loses nothing of the power to evoke the relevant cultural connotations.

The character’s name is first step in the creative process: because 
we are dealing with the only named character in the play, the name of 

 18 Meaning a body of texts produced by European culture translated into Bulgarian since 
the period of national revival to fill what the nineteenth century animators of Bulgarian 
culture regarded as the nation’s cultural void. In terms of cultural impact, those texts 
were substitutes for the nonexistent local literary tradition, shaping reading tastes and 
providing literary models to Bulgarian writers.
 19 On the subject of intertextuality see Kristeva 1980; Mitosek 1994.
 20 Dimitrova wrote the play during a long period of hospitalisation. The act of writing 
was a way of escaping suffering through play, and she involved her fellow patients in 
the project; see Б. Димитрова 1999b: 164–166.
 21 See СимеоноваКонах n.d., a text I used in typescript.
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Smaraida is particularly significant.22 First of all, the name Smaraida is 
a transparent reference to the name of Esmeralda, the tragic heroine in 
Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (1831). This reference to the French 
Romantic tradition is not coincidental. Dimitrova draws on Rousseau’s 
topos of woman as nature’s child, a figure initiated into the mysteries of 
nature and the sky, who knows the past and the future, a free enchantress 
that men desire and hate. By invoking the trope of the beautiful sorcer
ess, known in European culture since the Romantic period, Dimitrova 
remains grounded in the realm of familiar aesthetic motifs. As pointed 
out by the Polish literary scholar Maria Janion, the emergence of a canon
ical version of this figure can be traced as far back as Jules Michelet, who 
compared the figure of the sorceress to Medea: “Michelet writes that 
the eternal Witch was: ‘with the form of a Medea, with the beauty that 
comes from pain; an eye deep, tragic, lit up by a feverish fire, with great 
serpent tresses waving at their will: I refer to the torrent of her black 
untamable hair’ [Michelet 1863: 151]” [Janion 2006b: 69]. Similarly, Hugo 
describes Esmeralda, Smaraida’s original model, as a graceful, blackhaired 
woman endowed with supernatural gifts:

She was swarthy of complexion, but one divined that, by day, her skin must 
possess that beautiful golden tone […]. She danced, she turned, she whirled 
rapidly about […] and each time that her radiant face passed before you, 
as she whirled, her great black eyes darted a flash of lightning at you. […] 
[with] her two pure, rounded arms raised above her head, slender, frail and 
vivacious as a wasp, with her corsage of gold without a fold, her variegated 
gown puffing out, her bare shoulders, her delicate limbs, which her petticoat 
revealed at times, her black hair, her eyes of flame, she was a supernatural 
creature [Hugo 1888: 65].

Dimitrova constructs her heroine by consistently referencing a specific 
model of female beauty, supplementing that image with certain meaning
ful attributes that emphasise the local cultural genealogy of the Bogomil 
sorceress. One of the key elements is the use of a rather puzzling variant 
of the heroine’s name. The name of Esmeralda (obviously derived from 
the word “emerald,” Bulgarian смарагд) is given a more Bulgariansound
ing form. In esoteric teachings, the gem is interpreted as a symbol of 
immortality, unity and power, an instance of permanence as opposed 
to the decay and fragility of biological life [see Cegielski 1994: 31–37]. 
Presumably this symbolism informs the title of Tabula Smaragdina, one 
of the books in the Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of Greek esoteric texts 

 22 Briefly, the Monk is another such character, but he loses his name when he loses his 
face.
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from the second and third centuries, purportedly containing a record 
of the revelations experienced by Hermes Trismegistos, a Hellenistic 
deity, popularised in early modern Europe in a 1463 Latin translation. 
In Bulgarian culture, this tradition was mostly known in Theosophical 
circles. This is documented by N. Rainov in his short story Цар на мрака 
(from the Богомилски легенди collection), which features an emerald as 
a gem adorning the biblical Eve, mother of all living people.

… And one morning Adam saw before him a woman dressed in clothes of 
sun – and with an emerald tiara on her forehead. And on the tiara it was 
written: Secret. […] I am Eve. He who does not pass through me he will 
not reach God. That is why my creator called me the mother of the living 
[H. Райнов 1969: 58–59].

By virtue of her name alone, the heretic woman Smaraida, whose 
character is constructed using an associative technique, becomes 
the hypostatis or underlying essence of ideal and eternal femininity, 
giving expression to what Maria Janion calls the “spirit of female other
ness,”23 where women are viewed as being predestined for a special role 
in history. Dimitrova does not consistently explore this Theosophical 
element in her play. Having referenced the modernist tradition in this 
manner, she uses a different specific embodiment of the idea of femi
ninity as a special, elect state: her character is an example of “the bride 
of the sun,” a popular motif in Bulgarian folklore, whose first literary 
appearance dates back to 1905, when Petko Todorov, a member of 
the first wave of Bulgarian modernists, used it in the poem Слънчева 
женитба (Sun’s Wedding). Although Dimitrova’s play is a far cry from 
the neoromantic pathos of Todorov’s poem, the interpretive connections 
are unmistakable. Influenced by the fashionable literary tendencies in 
Europe, Todorov joined the modernist cult of the sun popular at the turn 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This tendency was probably 
influenced by the revival of the solar myth, the development of Theosophy 
and the concept of “the sun’s children” proposed by the German astron
omer H. Klein [see Malej 1999: 27–28].

The Sun’s Bride
Within the system of Bulgarian folk culture, the sun is regarded as 
a friendly but potentially dangerous presence. Accordingly, the sun’s 
erotic overtures are viewed as a serious threat, both to the woman 

 23 I use this term in the sense defined by Maria Janion in Kobiety i duch inności [2006b].



143Bogomil Fascinations in Communist Bulgaria: The Bulgarian Quest…

who finds herself the object of the sun’s attentions, and to the world as 
a whole. The idea of solar offspring provokes fear, and folk songs nego
tiate the release of the chosen woman (who usually does not reciprocate 
the sun’s feelings) on behalf of the community [Маринов 1994: 40–46]. 
As a consequence, the allknowing and allpresent sun is made to accept 
the rules of cohabiting with people, who commit it to solitude. Filled with 
longing for love, the sun becomes a special ally of women, a confidant 
and a guide who helps them locate healing herbs, living water or lost 
individuals [Маринов 1994: 45].

As in Todorov’s play, the heroine of Dimitrova’s play transgresses 
the social norm; she requites the sun’s love, which inevitably changes 
her standing in the world, condemning her to solitude but also elevating 
her status. Conspicuously present in Smaraida’s textual selfportrait are 
attributes of power and sanctity which she is entitled to by dint of her 
special status, one that she proudly embraces:

Смарайда. Там на брега в утрото, като изскоча от вира, да изпея един 
химн на Слънцето – Любимата на Слънцето съм аз –
Избрана слънчева невеста.
С горещи пръсти то ме гали,
с пламтящи устниме целува.
Навред където и да ида,
женихът лъчезарен мой
ме придружава неотлъчно. […]
То пали огън в моите очи,
и гордо стъпвам аз, сияеща,
достойна слънчева невеста
с корона от лъчи!
[Б. Димитрова 1999а: 79–80].

(Smarayda. There, on the shore of the morning, when I jump out of the pool, 
to sing a hymn to the Sun: – Beloved of the Sun I am – / Chosen bride of 
the Sun. / With hot fingers it caresses me, / with burning mouth it kisses 
me. / Wherever I go / my beaming groom / accompanies me constantly. […] 
/ It lights a fire in my eyes / and proudly I step, radiant / worthy bride of 
the Sun / with a crown of rays.)

Smaraida’s solar anointment, symbolised by the halo surround
ing the woman’s head, is a special element used to characterise her 
as an extraordinary individual.24 This context suggests that her high 

 24 Her relationship with the Sun is described in a language that brings to mind the songs 
sung by members of the White Brotherhood during the dawn paneurythmia practice. The songs 
feature images of the earth as a virgin in love with the sun, who runs out to meet the sun and 
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mission is not a matter of selfdelusion. Instead, the mission is given 
to her by a cosmic entity dominating the world with its lifegiving 
power. Presented in those neopagan trappings, Dimitrova’s mysti
cism is not constrained by the system of meanings invoked in a dia
logue with Bulgarian folk culture, but actually revisits and updates 
mythological themes from classical antiquity. Dimitrova’s Smaraida 
is more like Bendis, the Thracian goddess of untamed nature, than 
a folk singer raised in a culture of shame. Dimitrova appears to draw 
on deepest sources of the myth of the sun’s bride, a literary instance of 
the folklorist hypothesis that we might be dealing with a Christianised 
variant of the myth of the goddess of light, Apollo’s sister: the virginal 
Diana/Artemis/Bendis.25 Some of Bendis’ significant attributes can be 
found in Smaraida’s characterisation: she holds power over the world 
of plants and animals, she protects the people, and her image is con
nected with the symbolism of light and fire. Bendis was the patron of 
rites of passage involving ordeals by fire, and was depicted bearing 
a torch, or even as a torch itself [Павлова 2002]. Dimitrova draws on 
this symbolism in the play, where the heroine dies burned at the stake; 
as she dies in the flames, Smaraida becomes a burning torch that will 
“light up the future.” This powerful image, which ends the “mystery 
play,” takes on some extra connotations. The first is connected with 
the conventional motif of wings and flight towards the sun, which is 
duly invoked in the play. Although Dimitrova’s heroine has nothing 
but the “incorporeal wings of the spirit” (identified with her poetic 
talent), this attribute, which brings humans to physical destruction, 
makes her potentially a victim of the perennial longing to become one 
with the Fullness:

submits to his soft caresses, or the image of sunrays bringing the gift of joy, peace and love 
to the world (e.g. in the song Пентаграм): “Тя жадува слънцето /И към него се стреми /
То я милва от далече / И целува я с лъчи” (“She longs for the sun / And walks out to him 
/ He caresses her from afar / and kisses her with his rays”) [Дуно 1996: 213].
  Other than an approving essay on the famous healer Peter Dimkov, Dimitrova’s 
oeuvre contains no clear evidence of personal connections with the White Brotherhood. 
However this clear parallel indicates Dimitrova’s openness to all strata of Bulgarian 
culture compatible with her creative concepts, including folk culture. The connection 
between her personal religion of freedom and love with the solar cult takes on an extra 
meaning given Smaraida’s allusion to the “flower children” ideology (Smaraida poses as 
a thirteenthcentury hippie), bringing her system closer to the holistic ideas of the New 
Age movement.
 25 Bendis (whose personifications include Saint Marina) was also the mistress of snakes; 
see Стойнев (ed.) 1994: 26.
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От каква сте направа,
От каква найтънка тъкан? […]
Криле на духа!
Изтъкани от тайна,
Те порят пространство и време без край.
Човекоптица!
Накъде си политнал?
Пазе се, пази се!
Жив в огъня ще изгориш! […]
Ако сте от огън,
криле на духа,
човек като сламка ще изгори.
Ако сте от вятър,
криле на духа,
той на вси страни ще се пръсне на прах.
Ако сте от слово,
криле на духа,
тогава и след смъртта
човек ще лети
завинаги през времената,
човекоптица
от уста на уста,
от дъх на дъх!

 [Б. Димитрова 1999а: 35–36].

(What are you made of, / of what finest fabric? […] / Wings of the spirit! / 
Woven from mystery, / they cleave space and time endlessly. / Manbird! / 
Where are you flying? / Beware, beware! / You will burn alive in fire! […] / If 
you are of fire, / wings of the spirit, / a man will burn up like straw. / If you 
are of wind, / wings of the spirit, / he will crumble into dust. / If you are of 
words, / wings of the spirit, / then even after death / a man will fly / forever 
through time, / manbird, / from mouth to mouth, / from breath to breath!)

The metaphor of the spiritual wings (a secret Smaraida wishes to master) 
in connection with the symbolism of words as the fabric the wings are made 
of offers an interpretive angle that evokes a different semantic field, rooted 
in Orthodox Christian tradition. The image of a winged being with a halo 
around its head can be associated with the icon of Divine Wisdom, a popular 
depiction in Slavic territories with Orthodox Christian populations, identified 
with Christ as Logos or with the Mother of God. As a rule, Divine Wisdom 
is depicted holding a caduceus as a symbol of its theurgic powers [Флорен
ский 2003: 48ff].26 Dimitrova references this attribute as well, in the reduced, 

 26 This ambiguous symbol became assimilated from the Greek mythology, where it 
was the attribute of Hermes; see, among others, Kopaliński 1987: 448.
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metonymic guise of a snake coiled around Smaraida’s waist; the snake is 
wisdom, says Smaraida, and poison is medicine [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 46]. 
The circular symbol of a serpent eating its own tail is a hermetic symbol sig
nifying eternity and the power of selfrevival [Kopaliński 1987: 451], values 
also represented by the emerald stone.

With this construct, the playwright provides her audiences with 
one more point of interpretive reference for her character. By making 
Smaraida a synthesis of mythologems from various traditions, Dimitrova 
triggers semantic interferences between meanings not usually combined 
in the original folk culture in question. In folklore, solar and lunar symbol
ism are diametrically opposed; as part of the chthonic world, the serpent 
is viewed in folk tradition as an enemy of the sun, accused of mutilating 
the sun by sucking out its eye [БеновскаСъбкова 1995: 12–14]. How
ever, this symbolic connection is present in the hermetic tradition and in 
sophiological thought, which remains in a certain correspondence with 
the hermetic tradition and often draws on esoteric sources [Paprocki 
1996a], where Divine Wisdom (Sophia) is what Florensky describes as the

truest, purest and most perfect humanity, the highest form of social existence, 
the living soul of nature and the universe, united with God and with all that 
is alive since the beginning of time, expressing without a doubt the meaning 
of the Great Being [cited in Флоренский 2003: 316].

Dimitrova does not go into intricate ideological detail, but rather uses 
those references as a kind of emblem. She positions her heroine within 
each of those paradigms, but does not contain her in any one of them. 
Smaraida’s views may have a varied provenance, but they combine into 
a coherent, though highly individual, interpretation of the world. In this 
sense, Dmitrova’s heroine appears to embody a modern understanding 
of heresy as a universal principle, synonymous with the individual right 
to choose freely between ideologies [Borowik 1997: 18; Berger 1967: 16]. 
Though formally she is a member of the Bogomil community, her thinking 
is free from sectarian dogmatism. She has the “spirit of otherness,” dis
tinctly separating her from the two worldviews of the play, neoManichean 
dualism or Christianity.

I reject fanatical service to dogma! I glorify blessed love! [Б. Димитрова 
1999a: 62].

My faith is not superstition, nor is it disbelief, it has no connection to 
the church, nor to the demolition of ancient churches. […] I believe in the good 
that people carry in their hearts. […] Everyone is free to understand and 
feel it in their own way. […] And freedom knows no bounds. Endlessness. It 
makes your head swim! [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 139].
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People who lack love replace it with faith. But there can be no substitute 
to love. […] Love is freedom! […] This means that you have to break your 
chains and become a man. Because man is freedom! And freedom – is love 
[Б. Димитрова 1999a: 76].

Smaraida’s emphatic apology of individualism has nothing to do 
with the fideistic determinism of hermetic thought, and her love of 
nature and its Maker, hidden in his work, goes against Gnostic mistrust 
of the material world:

My God hides himself, he does not appear crowned with halos, adorned with 
gold and precious stones, as they paint your God on the altars. That’s flashy 
kitsch! My God is everywhere. He has left no fingerprint on the magnificent 
oak he created, or on the amber scales of the river at sunset, or on the eternal 
snows on the mountain tops. Modest and nameless is my God, and he wants 
us to be nameless and modest as well! [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 69].

This absent God bears only a superficial resemblance to the “Alien,” 
“Other,” “Unknown,” “Nameless” or “Hidden” God of the gnostics [Jonas 
2001: 49–51]. He is the creator of the natural world, which is viewed 
as beautiful and good, removing the demonic stigma of demiurgy. At 
the same time, this God withdraws from the world, leaving man with 
no support other than the forces of nature. In this respect, Smaraida is 
one of the chosen people who know the secret knowledge contained in 
the book of nature. This knowledge has a magical character, and makes 
it possible for the character to influence reality, giving her an awein
spiring power over people whose limits she says are only constrained 
by the decrees of the stars.

I confess that the wonders of nature are everywhere around us. I read 
the future from the open palm of walnut leaves. From the whispering of 
osiers I can guess the coming change in weather. The buzz of the May beetle 
tells me what will the summer and the winter be like. On the sloughed off 
skins of snakes I catch the fingerprints of the stars that guide the destinies 
of living beings, from mosquitoes to jaguars [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 63].

Smaraida’s worldview takes the form of a pagan natural theology. Her 
individual hedonism is based on her strong integration with the world of 
nature. In this sense, it is not interpersonal or dependent on other people. 
As a result, Smaraida’s sensual (but not sexual) ecstasy at the beauty of 
life aggravates people:

[…] to get up early before sunrise, to walk barefoot in the dew, to stand on 
the shore of the blue pool, to throw off the horse blanket that serves me as 
clothes, to look at myself in the clear water, to take in a deep breath, until 
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my breasts fill up with the morning, to throw myself into the pool, where 
fresh waters will embrace me [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 72–73].

This selfsufficiency of the Bogomil woman is shaken the moment she 
spots an unmasked, genuinely human face in the uniform crowd: this is 
the face of the Monk, her adversary in the debate. Smaraida’s burgeoning 
love gives new weight to her enjoyment of life.27 Now she has a need to 
share her private world and possessions with a different human being, 
if only through words [Lévinas 1979: 209–212]:

I know a secret place! It’s beautiful! […] It’s very clean. In it, a pure spring 
bursts forth in the deep shadows. The breath of the eternal soul of the forest 
will waft at you. I wanted to share with you what I’ve read in the book of grass, 
leaves and wild flowers. I wanted to tell you about a herb they call “enchan
tlement,” a sootherlet, a frightfullet. I wanted to say charms against disease, 
somniloquy. And I would use henbane, a herb they call “dreams of yearning,” 
to foretell for you a love that lasts a lifetime [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 48].

To Smaraida, words are more than a tool of communication. They have 
a creative power stemming from individual freedom in reading the book 
of nature. In this sense, Smaraida creates the world by naming it, a fact 
that reveals the demiurgic aspect of her personality. Though childless, she 
is a joyful mother of a world animated by words, and regards the removal 
of its liberty as a spiritual death:

Когато човек е с вързани ръце,
той не е човек, а дърво,
по което птици не вият гнезда.
Когато човек е с вързани мисли,
той не е човек, а скала,
по която не кацат орли.
Когато човек е с вързан език,
той не е даже дърво и скала,
защото дървото шушне с листа,
скалата с ехото се откликва.
Човек с вързан език е прах!
 [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 116].

(When a man’s hands are tied / he is not a man but a tree, / where birds build 
no nests. / When a man’s thoughts are tied / he is not a man but a rock, / 
where no eagles land. / When a man’s tongue is tied, / he is not even a tree 
or rock / because a tree whispers with leaves, / a rock responds to the echo. 
/ A man whose tongue is tied is dust!)

 27 I am using Emmanuel Lévinas’s term; see Lévinas 1979.
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Smaraida’s understanding of liberty threatens the increasingly 
totalitarian and tragicomical order of things set up by the fearful yet 
effective political players. The evident analogies to life under Commu
nism should not obscure the fact that Dmitrova’s ideas go well beyond 
narrow utilitarian constraints of topicality. Smaraida, who is prepared 
to die for her freedom of speech, is more than a defenceless victim of 
a petty and grotesque dictator. The biblical connotations of her mono
logue suggest that she is deliberately undertaking a dangerous poetic 
mission, branding her body with a burning coal as a selfproclaimed 
prophetess and martyr:28

Белязана съм аз
от сoбствената си ръка
с клеймо от живи въглени:
да бъда нарушителка
на рибешкото ви мълчание.
И с острието на езика
да срещна кървавия нож.
И с гол език да разгоря
езиците на огъня. […]
Да викна: – Светлина!
[Б. Димитрова 1999a: 128–129].

(I am branded / by my own hand / with the mark of live coals: / to inter
rupt / your fishlike silence. / And with the blade of my tongue / to counter 
the bloodied knife. / And with a naked tongue to light up / the tongues of 
fire. […] / Тo cry: – Light!)

This image builds on the topical import of the text, which increas
ingly comes to the foreground in connection with Smaraida’s death at 
the stake. Her initial impulse to revolt against the prospect of torture 
(a natural human instinct of selfpreservation) gives way to resignation 
as she becomes reconciled to martyrdom. Filled with vitality, and open 
to the hedonistic values of life, Smaraida views socially sanctioned pat
terns of behaviour or ideals predicated on binary oppositions as dead 
[Б. Димитрова 1999a: 138]. Faced with the prospect of compromise 
with deception and lies, she chooses to die at the stake instead. Without 
a doubt, her decision can be seen as a variant of the romantic attitude which 
glorified suicide and personal sacrifice, often found in Polish Romantic 
literature. Unlike those Polish Romantics, however, Smaraida sacrifices 

 28 In the Old Testament, an angel touched a live coal to the mouth of the Prophet Isaiah 
in order to make it worthy of spreading God’s truth.
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her life not for political purposes but simply to defend the autonomy of her 
inner life, and she rejects ideological motivations as false and delusional:

The pyre is tall, I can be seen and heard from everywhere! I have no wish 
for life at the price of lies! […] I do not want to sell this light for darkness, 
to descend and be chained by faith and disbelief, the canon and the anti
canon. I want to stay up here, high above everything. A sip of freedom before 
the end, this is a lot for one human life! [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 143–144].

In her effort to break free from ideologically prescribed diktats, 
Smaraida refuses to become an icon for any one ideology. The only 
authentic character in the play, she pays for this act of courage with social 
isolation, left with nothing but the natural world [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 
140]. Smaraida experiences ultimate social rejection, both from people 
motivated by a voyeuristic desire for her death, and from those who are 
merely a passive and curious crowd of onlookers. In this context, freedom 
is the privilege of an innocent victim, a rising above the oppression of 
the systems that govern the world and of their demagoguery.

The pyre is the highest peak of this century [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 142].

Three heights: the throne, the pulpit and the pyre. Nothing can be seen 
from the throne and the pulpit, only the dense smoke of incense. But from 
the pyre – there’s space, radiant truth! The pyre is higher than the tsar’s 
throne or the church pulpit [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 147].

Turned into a banal symbol of shameful death, the stake in Dimitro
va’s play is the only alternative to a cross available to a woman. In this 
semantic layer of the play, Dimitrova’s Christological discourse appears 
to be particularly significant. The character of the heretic woman shares 
certain typological similarities with Christ. Christ’s priestly status 
in Christian culture as a teacher and a miracle worker, a martyr and 
an anachoretic figure who fasts in solitude, furnished a series of narra
tive models for hagiographic writings. Can we apply the same context 
of meanings to unlock the code of the socially isolated female heretic 
woman in Dimitrova’s play?

After all, Smaraida violates the strict rules that apply to every par
adigm. Because she is a woman, she is shown to have a nature of simul
taneity that brings opposites together. When she acts as a teacher of her 
people, she uses ludic elements to defuse pathos with humour. She lives 
alone in the wilderness, but she enjoys life, free from the selfserving 
privations of false asceticism. She accepts martyrdom, and yet she fol
lows the impulse of selflove and chooses to die bitten by her pet viper 
rather than suffer. As a poet and a nonconformist, she not only weaves 
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her own narrative, but actually shapes her own life and death, unmoved 
by pressures from externally imposed storylines. Her words combine 
with her moral choices in a praise of human individuality and loyalty to 
God viewed independently of confessional models.

At the same time, Smaraida, a priestess of freedom and goodness, is 
brought close to Christ by her attitude of openness to the people, which 
is a way of revolting against the compromised, institutional priesthood 
of the Pharisees. Loyal to herself and to her pantheist love of the natu
ral world, Smaraida is a hypostasis of the rejection of spiritual slavery. 
She experiences a double birth at the stake: as a tragic being, subject 
to the rules and laws of history, but also a prophetess and a martyr to 
liberty and truth. The Cassandralike vision she narrates from the stake 
contains transparent topical illusions to the world in the second half 
of the twentieth century, and therefore takes on the characteristics of 
a fulfilled prophecy:

I can see the future. From century to century, from faith to faith, from dis
belief to disbelief. Nothing but fanaticism and cruelty, nothing but blindness 
and suffering. And as before… Far away – an azure smile, freedom as hope 
and hopelessness. Still very far away [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 144].

Five centuries of slavery will level us like grass, they will obliterate all differ
ence between us: faithful and unfaithful, white and black, trustworthy and 
untrustworthy. This equality will come to us at the price of five centuries of 
foreign slavery, of blood and tears, blindness and darkness, until our eyes 
open and see that we are equals [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 146].

[…] and we should live peacefully, drink beer and watch the spectacle! And 
as a standing jest, set tongues wagging. […] I want to see at least a glimmer 
of hope! At least a glimmer [Б. Димитрова 1999a: 162].

This vision of a nation’s spiritual selfdestruction as it gives up all 
agency and independence is bleakly hopeless. The topical references to 
the real world make it apparent that Smaraida’s death and sacrifice are 
pointless: there is no collective language a prophet might use to commu
nicate with the people. The death of Smaraida is tantamount to the death 
of the mysterious soul of the nation, stretched out between pagan vitality, 
pragmatism and a romantic belief in the power of good.

Smaraida’s attitude is independent and intellectually brave. She 
rejects both the Christian vision of a providential order of things as 
well as dualistic determinism. She rationally concludes that both of 
those worldviews are uncertain, temporary and subject to the workings 
of partisan political interests, however, she cannot avoid engaging in 
a conversation with them as significant others. This conversation helps 
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her create a world of her own. As Peter Berger noted in his discussion of 
the social conditioning of subjective views of reality:

the processes that internalize the socially objectivated world are the same 
processes that internalize the socially assigned identities. […] Subjective 
identity and subjective reality are produced in the same dialectic (here, in 
the etymologically literal sense) between the individual and those significant 
others who are in charge of his socialization [Berger 1967: 16].

In this context Smaraida is a heretic from the perspective of each 
ideological system, with heresy understood here as independent selection 
or choice, the creation of a personal and individual vision of the world. 
The Bogomil woman finds no partners for dialogue within the world of 
Dimitrova’s play; however, as a literary character she is part of a broad 
network of intertextual associations which help unlock the message 
encoded in the play’s structure. The positive act of choice, which defines 
the worldview preferences of the Bogomil woman bearing a mark of 
Rousseau’s philosophy, makes her a thoroughly modern figure who tries 
to reconcile insights inherited from many layers of various fideistic tradi
tions. Surprisingly, Dimitrova’s dramatised interpretation of Rousseau’s 
thought comes close to the insight of Charles Taylor:

Though his popular image has often been of the admirer of the “noble sav
age” […] [T]he view Rousseau himself propounded […] did not involve going 
back to the precultural or presocietal stage. Rather the idea of a recovery 
of contact with nature was seen more as an escape from calculating oth
erdependence, from the force of opinion and the ambitions it engendered, 
through a kind of alignment or fusion of reason and nature. […] These very 
familiar ancient themes of austerity as a condition of true virtue become 
woven by Rousseau a modern one, the affirmation of ordinary life [Taylor 
1989: 359–360].29

The identity of the Bulgarian heretic woman – who is an allegory 
of freedom – is defined by an anachronistic horizon of Enlightenment 
morality: free thought and a striving for happiness and benevolence30 
[Taylor 1989: 351–351]. This attitude of private fulfilment is combined 
with a utilitarian orientation towards the good of the community. Such 
values have been diagnosed by scholars as “modern paganism” and 
as the Epicurean roots of the Enlightenment [Gay 1996]. Dimitrova’s 
anamnesis in search of the ethical roots of Bulgarian culture (since we 
can legitimately interpret the poet and nonconformist Smaraida as Dim

 29 See also Taylor 2001: 142–143.
 30 I use this term in the sense defined by Charles Taylor; see Taylor 1989: 84.
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itrova’s porte parole) demonstrates their eclectic nature. It needs to be 
added that this vast philosophical supply base of fideistic thought can 
only be used by outstanding individuals who are capable of synthesising 
this tradition in a spirit of love and liberty. Smaraida’s song of praise for 
such people brings to mind the songs of the Flower Power movement 
[Б. Димитрова 1999a: 75–76, 120], but the cultural habitation of Dim
itrova’s play positions the fashionable Western countercultural trends 
from the 1960s and 1970s (which were banned in Bulgaria at the time) 
within a comfortably local context. Although Dimitrova rejects the myth 
of Bogomilism as the source of the idea of liberty, she revitalises instead 
the myth of the heretical Bulgarian, which she views as a value that con
nects the Bulgarian identity to the world.

 The play’s numerous linguistic and topical allusions to modernity 
(in the language of the play and the exchanges between the characters 
and the audience) turned the story of a rebellious Bogomil woman into 
a parable of the human condition in modern times, where people seek 
their own identity in a context of spiritual oppression. In Bulgarian lit
erature, Dimitrova’s heroine becomes an icon of modern individualism, 
going handinhand with a sense of isolation and a metaphysical and 
historiosophical pessimism.

The Spiritual Biography of Emilian Stanev
Although Emilian Stanev’s historical novels of the 1960s and the 1970s 
featuring Bogomil themes31 were popular with readers and enjoyed 
critical acclaim, they continue to be an intellectual enigma. It seems that 
the secret of their popularity lies in their multiple intertextual and cultural 
references, which combine to form an important voice in the discussion on 
Bulgarian spirituality. Легенда за Cибин преславския княз (The Legend 
of Sibin, Prince of Preslav, 1968) and Антихрист (Antichrist, 1970) have 
a number of elements in common. They are linked by similarities in terms 
of historical context and typological analogies between their outsider 
protagonists, Sibin and Enio/Teofil. In both novels, the religious and social 
practices of Bulgarian Bogomils are an important point of reference in 
the life and spiritual development of the main characters, entangled in 
the ideological controversies of their time. The world of the two novels 

 31 Emilian Stanev (1907–1979) was one of the most eminent writers of the Zhivkov 
period; he was respected and even favoured by the authorities, even though his views 
were often in conflict with the official party line.
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contains numerous references to historical events, notably to synods 
against heretics, which provide a symbolic chronological framework for 
the two novels, from 1211 (The Legend) to 1360 (Antichrist), and exemplify 
the relationship between the hybrid churchcumstate on the one hand, 
and heterodox believers and subjects on the other. As a writer, Stanev 
was highly sensitive to, and mistrustful of, the institutionalised machin
eries which exert pressures to constrain individual liberty in the interest 
of official ideology. However, that is not to say he shared the dualistic 
worldview of Bulgarian neognostics. The logic of the discourse within 
the novels contains a different message, with several points of relevance 
to Bulgarian culture. Stanev explores the past in order to offer condensed 
and elliptical answers to the question of the meaning of Bulgarian history 
and the position of the Bogomil community in history. The novels also 
explore the mechanisms of totalitarian power, cautiously disguised in 
Aesopian language and laced with topical allusions to current political 
events. Last but not least, the novels focus on Bulgarian spirituality 
(viewed as being timeless).

Aristocrat and Plebeian
“Puritans” in the Trap of Hedonism
Stanev portrays Bogomilism as a plebeian movement animated by eco
nomic motivations: a movement of poor men that resent the rich. On 
the face of it, this approach appears to be toeing the line of the official 
Marxist aetiology of class inequality.

Here is how heresy levelled the masters and the servants, and shattered 
the established order. Did this beautiful girl realise that longing for God 
gave rise to rebellion? Satan always employs divine promises and heavenly 
goals [Станев 1982b: 29].

In the Legend, the element of ethnicity is added to this social dichotomy 
of masters and slaves. In the world of his novel this divides the world into 
the Slavs and the “black Bulgarians” (Sibin’s appellation for the fellow 
members of his protoBulgarian tribe). This has its consequences for 
his fictional world since it updates the myth of the Slavic slave who, in 
Stanev’s texts, makes a failed gnostic attempt to rationalise evil, identi
fied here with the experience of economic exploitation, primarily moti
vated by the need to solve the problem of undeserved poverty. A slave is 
looking for a way to flee oppression, and understands selfredemption 
as a rejection of the social and natural order, and a flat refusal to play 
by its rules. In accordance with the famous Marxist dictum that “social 
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being is shaped by consciousness,” Stanev offers a quasireconstruction 
of the way the Bogomil community forms, and then disintegrates. In 
a historical situation which may be considered a model, a handful of 
righteous people choose the way of isolation to keep safely apart from 
the corrupt influence of society. The need for social justice gives rise to 
a utopia of order, a process of recreating the social world from scratch 
through personal sacrifice and moral purity of its members, who choose 
physical or spiritual isolation from the majority so they can live by their 
own rules.

Gone is the universal perfection (or it has not materialised yet), and cor
ruption is spreading all around. Those who can fully discern between good 
and evil have no other choice but the leave existing society and live apart 
to form separate communities that cultivate values which are not known 
or not practiced in society at large [Szacki 2000: 136].

As Jerzy Szacki demonstrated, the utopia of order is not an obsolete 
historical phenomenon: it gets continually rebooted in a new guise in 
the world of ideas [Szacki 2000: 131–152]. However, Emilian Stanev’s 
take on the concept, presenting a crude version of the neognostic worl
dview, brings into question the motivations of that “handful of righteous 
people.” Though apparently portrayed as attempting to get away from 
the corrupt world and to create a new social order, the characters are 
in fact motivated by veiled consumerist attitudes and are experiencing 
frustration in a world that is unwilling to oblige. Hence the vague and fluid 
nature of the norms that regulate the life of the community which, when 
given a chance, moves away from a strict gnostic attitude of asceticism 
and mistrust for the material world to embrace exuberant neopagan 
hedonism and to reject spiritual values. The story of the Bogomil com
munity as shown in those texts is a vivid illustration of the mechanisms 
of communal selfdeception coming to the fore whenever a group is 
looking not so much for truths or universal values, but rather for prag
matic ideological solutions that offer an illusion of equivalence between 
the abstract worldview and the collective experience of reality.

Stanev problematised this in the character of Tikhik32 (a former 
servant of Prince Sibin, the book’s eponymous character). Tikhik has 
a slave mentality; his psychological complexes breed in him a desire for 
power, and the rules of power push him towards moral relativism. This 
Bogomil usurper relies on lofty rhetoric characterised by a Manichaean 
disgust of the material world, however his personal life is far from ascetic, 

 32 The name of Tikhik is an allusion to a biblical character, a disciple of St. Paul.
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and his relationship with the community of the faithful is ultimately 
a utilitarian power play:

Only a few of the brothers and sisters in the community had resisted the dia
bolical magic – the others had been harbouring secret desires to break free 
from God’s prohibitions, they had been lying to God and their brothers, craving 
selfwill and freedom. Their guilt and wile must be constantly condemned 
to keep people humble and obedient [Станев 1982b: 97].

Within a short period of time the humble, Godfearing Tikhik turned into 
a real sage. Since he leaned on the people’s earthly needs, his arguments 
were irrefutable. He decided to wait and use violence at the right moment, 
because violence was the only means by which the ecclesia could be saved, 
and that moment would come when they had run out of food, and people 
got scared of their own folly [Станев 1982b: 88].

Once he has emancipated himself from Prince Sibin’s power and tricked 
his way to attributes of spiritual authority in the Bogomil community, Tikhik 
formulates an unambiguous creed reflecting a dichotomous worldview. 
The secular masters and church hierarchs are all hylics, servants of the devil:

All the depravation, the division, the rage came from the masters. The devil is 
lurking in them, in their churches, castles and fortresses – nestling, nurtured, 
esteemed… There, the masters pay homage to him because he is an autocrat 
and a prince of princes… He is on their coats of arms and flags, he feasts with 
them, hiding his tail under the red cloaks, priests’ cassocks and bishops’ 
vestments… He whispers audacious thoughts to the masters, unleashing 
demons in their minds, sowing doubt and disbelief [Станев 1982b: 86].

Faced with this kind of enemy, all moral rules appear to be suspended. 
Retiring and cowardly by temperament, Tikhik does not hesitate to use 
the scapegoating mechanisms so he can pose as a charismatic leader. 
The shared transgression – a crime perpetrated against “masters,” i.e. 
Sibin and Kalomea – is supposed to redeem the sins of the community 
and consolidate the group. Tikhik’s calculations turn out to be partly cor
rect: the process of communal disintegration is briefly halted; however, 
the process of fragmentation, once started, is unstoppable, not even by 
the use of force (not that Tikhik finds the use of force morally questionable).

By bringing to light the mechanisms of power operating in a religious 
sect (which are typologically identical to the mechanisms of power oper
ating in a totalitarian state), Stanev focuses equally on the ruling elite 
and the ruled populace. In Tikhik i Nazari (Tikhik and Nazarius), a short 
unfinished novel intended to be a kind of postscript to the Legend,33 

 33 For that reason, I treat the two novels as a single text.
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Stanev portrayed the rivalry between the false spiritual leader Tikhik and 
an efficient robber, a brigand named Bikoglavia,34 whose responsibility is 
to satisfy the material needs of the community. In this power struggle, it is 
the brigand who ultimately emerges victorious. Built on robbery (initially 
with Tikhik’s tacit approval), the community’s prosperity quickly produces 
changes in mentality. The period of affluence yields moral dissolution: 
the community embraces hedonistic values and no longer accepts its 
former strict doctrines. Even the longawaited bountiful harvest does not 
induce them to change their new carefree lifestyle. Robbery turns out to 
be an easier way to make a living, quickly changing the band of ragged 
but highminded starvelings into an amoral community of “corrupt” 
people guided exclusively by a philosophy of selfpreservation. In this 
context, Tikhik’s social background – the crude and manipulative cunning 
of a hateful and cynical shrewd villain (understood in the etymological 
sense of the word), but also a certain symmetry between the Bogomil 
and Communist utopias of order – reveal the text’s allegorical message: 
a warning against the inevitable moral bankruptcy of a system based on 
a false anthropology and led by false prophets.

According to Stanev, the philosophy of selfpreservation promotes 
an attitude of shifting loyalties, usually accompanied by a tendency to 
embrace a crude simplification of each new doctrine intended to serve 
as an excuse for a life of unbridled egotism, free from the constraints of 
the Law. Stanev often brings to light the complicated hidden psychologi
cal motivations that secretly inform the doctrines of spiritual gurus and 
ideologues. Father Silvester, the charismatic leader of the community, 
is a case in point. He enjoys a long period of unquestioned authority as 
a “Perfect One,” until he abandons his earlier views, and Tikhik pro
claims himself to be his successor. In Stanev’s view, a guru’s failure to 
adhere to the ideas that consolidate the community breeds scepticism, 
ultimately leading to agnosticism. The seeds of destruction are sown by 
the conversion of the Perfect One, caused by the evil in him. Tempted by 
carnal love, he wishes to adapt his worldview to the changed personal 
circumstances. He comes up with a new doctrine which, though based 
on gnostic symbolism, negates the sharp dualism of gnostic philosophy 
and glorifies love as the ultimate value:

The soul is like a lamb – gentle and humble about its fate. It has a fallen 
angel for its forefather. It suffers in its bodily carapace, but it’s afraid to 

 34 This protohayduk argued that he is not sinning because he is taking from the rich. This 
character is modelled on Stanoy, the hero of Zagorchinov’s novel, who taught the humble 
Bogomils to be robbers; see Загорчинов 1979: 319.
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become separated from it, as it will have to stand before the court of God for 
the hereditary sin of treason. It’s struggling with flesh and its needs in its 
search for redemption. The realms under the stars and the seventh heaven 
are its homeland, and it exists everywhere where there is light. The soul 
drifts along with light across all of the universe, now tormented, now joy
ful. It is immortal. It knows everything, but it cannot utter God’s word of 
truth, unless through love, and for the soul love is the only haven where, 
ever restless and perturbed, it finds comfort and peace [Станев 1982b: 61].

As a charismatic leader of the community, Father Sylvester expresses 
his ideas in a richly metaphorical, plebeian language. He comes up with 
a new cosmogony which, though partly based on Bogomil cosmogony, 
defines a new type of relationship between the world and people. In 
the original version of the doctrine, communicated by Sylvester as an apoc
ryphal story, Satan created the mythical EVE as the first human in a kind of 
countermeasure to giving her a mission to bring an element of quality and 
stability to the world he had made, which was getting completely engulfed 
in frantic destruction. In that variant of the story, Eve was the only living 
creature on earth brought to life by the soul of an angel from the second 
heaven, who regretted his Luciferic rebellion against the Father. Thanks 
to this spiritual divine spark, the gaze of Eve was able to stem the fury 
of living creatures, and those she brushed with her hand became female, 
taking on all of Eve’s spiritual attributes. In this manner, the androgyny 
of the original creatures, who were dominated by the satanic will of 
destruction, gave way to sexuality, bringing beauty, love and gentleness 
into Satanael’s world. Then Satanael found a partner for the First Woman, 
who suffered from loneliness. In Sylvester’s paraphrase of the Genesis story, 
the man is not created from the woman’s rib, but rather from various bits 
of the most bloodthirsty animals. In this sense, the creation of man has 
an alchemical nature. Satanael breathes life into his homunculus with his 
own breath, giving rise to an aggressive monster whose relationship with 
the world is based on rape and violence. Under Eve’s influence, however, 
his comfortable selfidentification as an evil creature comes into question; 
his desire for the woman (a being at the spiritual antipodes of maleness) 
makes him question himself. This is the beginning of the history of humans 
as beings who are sexual but also spiritually androgynous, combining 
the opposing qualities of their first parents.

This is where the story of the creation of man and the beginning of the human 
tragedy on earth began – the creation of tribes, nations, masters and slaves, 
until the appearance of Boyan the Magus and Priest Bogomil, the greatest 
inspirers of humanity and teachers on earth who revealed the treacheries 
of the devil and pointed the way to salvation [Станев 1982b: 63].
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In his commentary on the collected works of Stanev, Peter Dinekov 
describes the concept of female messianism proposed by Stanev’s char
acter as “a figment of the author’s imagination” [Станев 1982c: 342]. 
While it is true that Father Sylvester is not a historical figure, and there 
is no historical evidence to suggest the existence of such a doctrine in 
medieval Bulgaria, Sylvester’s gnosis was not invented by Stanev. Rather, 
it is a paraphrase of Anton Glogov’s Theosophical system (discussed 
above), presented in a 1935 pamphlet Богомилското учение cпоред 
“Златната книга на богомилските магове.” Stanev’s novel borrows 
from Glogov not only the idea of the rival impersonal forces of creation 
and destruction and their role in the creation of the world, but also 
the neognostic sophiological concepts, not found in Bogomil doctrines 
but known in the Egyptian, Valentinian and Simonian traditions as well 
as in Lurianic Kabbalah, which taken together form the broad mystical 
current that attracted considerable interest among the intelligentsia in 
the interwar period.35

From Stanev’s perspective, the magus of the novel (Father Sylvester) 
ultimately rejects, like Glogov, the “personal” dualism of old gnosis, and 
replaces it with a doctrine of the harmonious unity of opposites, a doc
trine of manGod based on a syncretic basis:

And when I felt remorse because I was teaching others although I was not 
educated, my spirit began to speak in concordance with my body, and my 
mind grumbled and rejected Satan and God – let there be unity in the world, 
and an end to the agony of division within man. Man himself is the mea
sure of his own acts, and the interpreter of his own laws and regulations. 
If I set people free from those two, created by the imagination through 
ignorance, I believed, people would discover that they themselves were 
Godmen… So, I replaced God and the devil with forces that everybody 
knows and feels – with the force of creation and the force of destruction 
[Станев 1982b: 94].

By using his character as the mouthpiece for Protagoras’ famous 
aphorism that “man is the measure of all things,” which forms the basis 
for the concept of liberty in modern nihilism, Stanev unexpectedly offers 
an updated concept of the manGod, which shows affinities with the utopian 
visions of a new mankind, produced with great alacrity by the various 
ideological systems at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
including the neognostics of the Russian Silver Age:36

 35 See pp. 97–100.
 36 For more on Theosophy as an ideological worldview functioning as an alternative 
to Marxism, see Н. Димитрова 2002.
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For, when I rejected the tyrants of the mind, the sky and the earth no longer 
contradicted each other, and the world revealed itself to me united, and 
with an angelic voice present in everything. And it seemed to me that I got 
to know its secret […]. A sweetvoiced love of life called, bringing tears to 
my eyes. I believed that by proclaiming a new doctrine, a day of great cele
bration would come, people would become stronger and come to love their 
brothers, as they would understand that they themselves were accountable 
for good and evil [Станев 1982b: 97].

Father Sylvester’s system was intended to free mankind from spiritual 
suffering of continually having to choose between good and evil. However, 
a rejection of faith in God and the devil did not produce the expected 
deification of man, but rather man’s fall as a spiritual being. In the world 
of the novel, the social outcomes of the new doctrine include despair for 
some, and triumph for others. Plebeian hedonism (a philosophy of mate
rial satiety and moral freedom) ultimately causes degradation in most 
members of the community, who make efforts to numb their conscience 
with moral relativism.

It is only the duplicitous and increasingly isolated Tikhik who rises 
to the defence of the old moral code, insisting that people need a stable 
moral fulcrum that is outside of themselves.

This is a lie and devilish deception, and it’s worthless, because good and evil 
are mixed together, and there cannot be any such truth… He said he wanted 
to liberate people from God and the devil in order for them to become god
men! But what will be the measure of our actions? Everybody will invent 
his own good and his own evil, as it happened in the ecclesia. […] You won’t 
fool me with your perfect world or your perfect man!… Only God is perfect 
[…]. You beg the Almighty to save you, but because he is opposed to you, 
you remove him and proclaim yourselves gods, to reign over us forever and 
ever [Станев 1982b: 99–100].

Oh, you foolish man, did you not realise that if you leave people to choose for 
themselves they will mix up good and evil, they will spit on your perfection 
and start leading a wretched life. […] having lost faith in the Father, a man 
will trust nothing but his own strength [Станев 1982d: 127].

Although Tikhik turns out to be a reader of people, he is ultimately 
unable to free himself of the resentment that will repeatedly push his 
diagnoses, no matter how accurate, into the same crudely sociologist 
patterns. To him, the class of “the masters” remains to be the primary 
source of evil:

The perfect one does not know how difficult it is to earn one’s bread because 
everybody must feed him; he does not know what temptations the Horned 
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One puts in front of penniless people who live in poverty… He says that 
work is an invention of the devil, so he must not sully his hands with it… 
He’s talked to God, and now he suddenly says that there is no God… He was 
constantly dealing with him, and now he will begin dealing with those 
forces and the same will happen again… He is one of the masters as well! 
The masters are constantly seeking God… He says that there’s no seventh 
heaven, nor any eternal world, only some kind of dead point from which 
everything took its beginning [Станев 1982b: 83–84].

Although his attitude towards other members of the community 
is ultimately exploitative, Tikhik nonetheless views them as the elect 
in the gnostic sense of the word. Perhaps this is why at a time of direct 
personal danger he does not succumb to Nazarius’s suggestion to regain 
power by trickery, restoring in the process the hateful symphony of 
mutually supportive secular and spiritual power. Tikhik militates against 
the cynical musings of the painter Nazarius, a penetrating observer of 
human souls and mechanisms of power; he is unable to accept the con
clusion that creating a new man and a new social order is a hopeless 
endeavour. Although Tikhik realises his own sinfulness, he remains to 
the last a believer in the utopia of order as a rule of life that guarantees 
salvation. By contrast, he views the new forms of quasireligious cult as 
a satanic temptation to deify beauty and liberty to the exclusion of God.

No one knows where it came from, but Sylvester’s gospel appeared among 
the robbers, and because it set them free from God’s violence, everybody 
embraced it gladly. Tikhik found out that the Bullheaded one had taken 
Radul to himself – proclaimed him a philosopher – and now Radul preached, 
ate and drank together with the robbers, and made them laugh. He appar
ently insisted that they should build a temple of freedom and beauty, saying 
that people could not live without worshiping something, no matter what. 
Theft from the common granary became more frequent – all those who 
were running away would steal something. […] The women remembered 
the dogma of Adam and Eve, so they reared their heads and refused to obey 
their husbands. […] Faith disappeared from the teaching, mingled with 
the distorted gospel of father Sylvester, and planted general confusion in 
their minds [Станев 1982d: 158].

This peculiarly pragmatic translation of a sophisticated esoteric doctrine 
into a mass ethos results in a crude product where only the most convenient 
elements will be embraced by the populace. The former ascetic imperative 
will become replaced by the right of liberty and unbridled satisfaction of 
urges. The vacuum left by God needs to be filled with substitutes, as people 
are unable to function without a reference to a sacred sphere of one sort 
or another. In other words, Stanev’s characters are proclaiming an anach
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ronistic idea of erecting a temple of beauty and liberty, which incidentally 
seems like an allusion to the ideas of the ideologues in Stanev’s time.

Stanev’s elliptical treatment is a dissection of two models of social 
organisation, revealing the false assumptions of each. The first model, 
based on quasiCommunist idealism, deploys gnostic dualism to prom
ise a bright future to a handful of the elect; the second, which is based 
on a pragmatism characteristic of the consumer civilisation, negates 
the categories of moral good and evil and uses the appearance of liberty 
(as Nazarius puts it) in order to enslave people.

… [The BullHeaded One] is lying to them about freedom, as thou hast lied 
to them about the heavenly thrones, and with freedom he will enslave them 
[Станев 1982d: 172].

In Stanev’s world, those individuals who are seeking truth choose 
selfimposed isolation, feeling out of place both in the corrupt consumerist 
society and in the fanatical community of gnostic pneumatics. At the end of 
the day, the escapism of those “spiritual aristocrats” is ultimately predicated 
on the same desire to remove oneself from a despised world that motivates 
the believers in the utopia of order. They are outsiders, insightful loners who 
disabuse themselves, and the world, of any hope or illusion. Nazarius,37 Tikh
ik’s alter ego in Tikhik and Nazarius, is a case in point. Nazarius is an artist 
who contemplates the world, only to attain a level of insight that will destroy 
him as an artist [see Попова 1997]. The abyss he sees in himself and in others 
disabuses him of any illusions concerning human nature. The bitter taste of 
realisation that the world is not rooted in any kind of transcendent sanction, 
he believes, degrades people to the level of biological beings, deterministic 
bundles of drives and instincts. Consequently, Nazarius embraces a vision 
of the world as a homogeneous blend of good and evil, where each of those 
concepts negates the other. The human condition is based on a synthesis 
of those two elements, which are ultimately meaningless. Humans are free 
from the anguish of having to choose between good and evil, and they can 
gain inner peace from this freedom from moral injunctions:

Am I not real now, now that there is no line between good and evil and 
the world became uniform. I have been given power over animals and birds, 
and I am what created me – good and evil. My mind is calming down, my 
own secret and the mystery of the world no longer bother me. May God rule 
in heaven, and the devil in the pit of hell. They are both with me, so I can be 
a man [Станев 1982d: 168].

 37 An allusion to the name of a Bogomil bishop Nazarius, who brought the Bogomil 
Secret Book to Lombardy in the twelfth century.
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Nazarius’ concept takes us back to the unavoidable problem of first 
origins. His understanding of God moves away from the Christian inter
pretation of the Creator as an impersonation of ultimate good. Nazarius’ 
God, like the God of the Kabbalists, combines good and evil [see Unterman 
1981: 95], which he treats as a therapeutic liberation from the traumas 
of troubled conscience.38

A Skeptic in the World of Ideas
The main area of interest in Stanev’s texts as discussed in this book involves 
the problems of spiritual adaptation experienced by people who search for 
truth and God, and examine the ideological options available in the times 
they live in. In his fictional world, human thoughts and ideas are a realm 
of chaos, where any attempt to find ultimate meaning is bound to collide 
with other attempts to do the same. Stanev’s characters are endowed 
with a special kind of intellectual and moral sensitivity, characterised 
by an ability to detect hypocrisy and an attitude of rebellion against 
dogma. Consequently, they are condemned to roam alone in the world of 
ideas, marginalised outsiders lost in the tangle of contradictory values 
they are obstinately trying to imbue with some kind of unifying mean
ing. Conditioned by the historical and cultural context, this process as 
interpreted by Stanev turns out to be identical to the formative process 
of human subjectivity and identity at individual and collective levels; 
this is connected with the very human need to find some kind of com
prehensive intellectual purchase on the world, particularly when that 
world is undergoing a process of fragmentation.

In Legend, Stanev creates a world where the two ethnoses, the Slavs 
and the protoBulgarians, have not yet become fully homogenised to 
produce the Bulgarian nation, a process that will not be complete until 
much later in the future. The eponymous character, Prince Sibin [see 
Бешевлиев 1981: 56; Ангелов 1969: 468; Георгиева 1991: 159],39 

 38 According to the memoir of his wife Nadezhda Staneva, Emilian Stanev entertained 
doubts about the benefits of beauty unconnected to ethics:
“It’s not good when an artist begins to realise that art knows no boundaries, but also that 
it cannot express the whole truth, that to some extent it is a lie, because it cannot reveal 
the mystery of existence and the essence of things. Then you begin to see the beauty in 
hell as well as in paradise, in a saint and in a demon, in good and in evil. Beauty without 
ethics. In the same way, a person can reject love as well. Then they also want to reject art, 
and ask themselves what use it is” [cited in Станева 1983: 128].
 39 The name of the hero is a riddle. It sounds similar to the protoBulgarian name of 
Sivin, conjectured to be the name of a member of the tribal aristocracy; see Бешевлиев 
1981: 56. Sibin (Sibiu) is also the name of a town in Transylvania, where Bulgarian 
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is the last surviving male heir of a once great boyar (noble) proto Bulgarian 
family. His physical appearance brings his Turan ancestors to mind, and 
his spiritual life seems to be similarly conditioned by his blood ties and 
a background of history as trauma, experienced by the warlike tribe 
condemned to destruction by the Byzantines:

Fond of astronomy like all protoBulgarians, the old prince cultivated in his 
family an insatiable curiosity about the stellar secrets that led minds beyond 
the boundaries of the Christian concepts, and threw them in the chambers 
of the distant pagan past, where the powerful, allseeing and righteous 
Tangra reigned. […] Since that time Sibin had lived in the conviction that 
the tribe to which he and his ancestors belonged were doomed. They had 
disappeared amongst the Cumans, Thracians and Slavs, and now a new 
nation was forming. The Byzantine church had destroyed them by instilling 
Christianity; Orthodoxy with its theocracy was still licking the red boots 
of Boril, was still provoking hatred from the common people. Already in 
those early years of his conscious life the prince began to hate the Church 
[Станев 1982b: 55].

The prince’s antiChristian outlook, largely a consequence of his 
antiByzantine stance, has roots in psychology and politics; it is primarily 
based on a sense of resentment against Byzantium, viewed as a hostile 
power which has deviously robbed the ancient Bulgarians of their rightful 
prestige. At the same time, Prince Sibin is an educated man, wellversed 
in the esoteric literature available in Byzantium, a fact which sets him 
apart, in equal measure, from Christianity (which is profaned by secu
lar power), and from the heresies favoured by the people. This makes 
the prince an independent seeker of truth who is not afraid to question 
the validity of the competing systems that provoke his interest.

For Sibin, the ancient religion of the protoBulgarians is a natural 
point of reference, a comforting system free from any trace of dualism, 
where humans were positioned in a friendly and predictable cosmos run 
by a deity named Tangra, a harmonious blend of opposites. The sophisti
cated ideological syncretism professed by Sibin, who seeks to disengage 
from the pressures of a dichotomous system of values, makes it possible 
for the prince to maintain an arm’s length perspective on the crude folk 
dualism of the Bogomils. Sibin replaces the metaphysical horror implicit 
in Bogomil anthropology (a natural human reaction to the experience of 

Bogomils settled in the thirteenth century; see Ангелов 1969: 468. In Bulgarian folklore, 
there is the motif of twins delivered by a Sibin woman in the town of Sibin; on the other 
hand, the name of the epic hero Yanko Sibiyanin and János Hunyady forms a link with 
the fifteenth century; see Н. Георгиева 1991: 159.
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being thrown into a hostile material world) with a detached and ironic 
admiration for Satanael. In this perspective, the kingdom of the eternal 
God comes across as a realm of boredom where Sabaoth – the universe’s 
greatest “egocentric” – is lost in selfcontemplation; by way of contrast, 
Satanael can be seen as active and creative, described by Sibin as “the great 
builder”:

Satan […] did not only rule the eternal world, but was also its builder […] 
Huge and bright like a comet, Satan flew up and down across this peaceful 
kingdom of God where nothing new happened and no voices could be heard 
except the roaring of the fiery sea, the noise of the water and the angels 
praising their God. How terribly bored he should be, doing his meaningless 
service in the boundlessness of time! And how foolish this endless glory 
to God would have seemed in the eternal world, which was created not by 
God’s work, but from Satan himself! […] In the end, when he grew bored with 
that endless hosanna, Satan rebelled. The great builder wanted to create 
something that made more sense [Станев 1982b: 16].

This patently anachronistic description of Satanael, which would not 
look out of place in the mouth of a Freemason or a Theosophist, is a subtle 
allusion to the meanings that would come to be ascribed to Lucifer in later 
historical periods, primarily in the modernist era. The question arises 
whether this is an early clue that Sibin, Stanev’s protoBulgarian hero, is 
a prefiguring of the modern man, who peruses forbidden books to look 
for meanings which may not available in the official Church doctrine, 
but which promise to supply adequate answers to questions such as 
the meaning of history or individual or collective suffering? The prince, 
however, appears to represent a conservative attitude, where new ideas 
are rejected in the interest of loyalty to ancestral spiritual legacy:

He took greater satisfaction in the old books of Mani and his disciple Sis, 
which were once brought from Constantinople by the prince’s ancestors. 
The first man intervened on the side of God against the demon of evil, who 
was captivated by Satan and lost the light of the spirit. Total confusion of 
light and darkness, good and evil ensued in the human soul, and no one 
could tell them apart. The prince wanted to live like he did before – without 
drawing a line between them. Then what was it that he was looking for in 
the books? Was it an explanation for the misfortunes weighing down on 
the country and his home [see Станев 1982b: 16–17]?

And now the prince demanded explanations from God and Satan. Certainly, 
he was not the first, nor the last to do so. […] However, they all held the magic 
key to peace of mind. They did not need comfort so necessarily or look for it 
so desperately where there was probably nothing. They read the Chaldean 
and Babylonian myths of Simon the Magus, Carpocrates, Marcion or Psel
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los in order to entertain and hone their minds. Their nations [Byzantines, 
the French, the Venetians – G.S.G.] conquered all tribes. The Byzantine Jesus 
was the link and strength of the first, as the Catholic one was the strength 
of the others. However, the thoughts of the prince wandered between 
heaven and earth, seeking an explanation of evil and comfort for himself 
[Станев 1982b: 55].

This sense of loyalty to the protoBulgarian tradition makes Sibin 
resistant both to the pseudorationalist nature of Bogomilism with its 
simplified worldview, and to Christianity as a religion of weak men who 
seek to deify their own suffering [see Станев 1982b: 49]. Sibin perceives 
Slavic Christianity and Bogomil metaphysics as being equally tainted by 
nihilism, and ultimately lifedefeating. A personification of the Dionysian 
element, the prince leans towards the worldview of his ancestors and to 
Tangra, a god who is “virile, strong and just.” He counters the slave life 
philosophy that focuses on survival with the life philosophy of the last 
aristocrat of the spirit, brimming with Nietzschean vitality, will to power, 
dignity and courage to keep the external world at arm’s length:

He should believe only in Tangra, the mighty, noble and just Tangra who does 
not torment hearts or minds, who allows you to kill anything you despise, 
anything that does not obey you and that threatens you with destruction 
[Станев 1982b: 104].

In this manner Stanev adds his voice to the discussion on the national 
tradition which flared up in the interwar Bulgaria, leading to what would 
prove to be enduring changes to the Bulgarian selfimage. The former image 
of ancient Slavs as evangelical figures of simplicity and nobility of heart, 
which dominated the collective imagination during the period of national 
revival, was replaced in the 1920s and the 1930s by competing figures 
inspired by an interest in neopaganism: the pagan protoBulgarians and 
the heretical Bogomils; as rhetorical tropes, those figures were often used 
for the purposes of Communist propaganda during the Zhivkov period.

Although Stanev’s novels are very much part of that context, they 
are a record of autonomous literary aspiration going beyond literary 
reactions to the expectations of statesponsored cultural policies. This is 
apparent not only in the arc of ideological discourse traced by the novels, 
as discussed above, but also in the overarching message of those texts 
communicated by the model of the world embedded into their structure.

Within the fictional world of the novels, one privileged space is 
a cave where Sibin finds refuge after fleeing the revenge of Tsar Boril, 
who is equally hostile to the Bogomils and to the former followers of Tsar 
Kaloyan. In various mythological traditions caves were always viewed 
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as a refuge for people in hiding or undergoing ascetic trials, but also as 
a realm of demons and impure spirits [Bartmiński, Niebrzegowska (eds.) 
1999: 136–137]. The chthonic symbolism of the cave in Stanev’s novel 
is amplified by the presence of a subterranean river whose hot, crystal 
clear waters produce a set of ambivalent associations with ideas such as 
life and death, the sacred and the profane, and the archetypal crossing 
of the boundary between the two worlds [Bartmiński, Niebrzegowska 
(eds.) 1999: 324–325]. By choosing to live in a cave, Sibin banishes him
self from human society in the eyes of the Bogomil community. He is 
a member of the master class, which makes him instantly identifiable 
with Satan, a fact which will undoubtedly contribute to the escalation 
of violence later on in the novel. When that happens, the cave will cease 
to be a dwelling to become a grave, and the river flowing at its bottom 
will become a chance for a new life.

The meaning of this symbolism is influenced by the Gnostic paradigm 
incorporated into the story of The Legend. One key to unlock the coded 
meanings of the novel takes the shape of Sibin’s beloved, Kalomea, 
a meaningful name that contains an intertextual reference to Kalomain, 
the heroine of stories by Bulgarian theosophist Nikolai Rainov, collected 
in a volume entitled Богомилски легенди (The Bogomil Legends, 1912). 
Although the title of Rainov’s collection highlights the reference to 
the Bulgarian neognostic tradition, the stories are actually modernist 
interpretations of the cosmogony found in nineteenth century occultism, 
not present in medieval Bogomilism.

Kalomain (“daughter of beauty”) is described in a number of Rainov’s 
stories including Цар на мрака (Prince of Darkness), Каин и Евел (Cain 
and Abel), and Каломаин (Kalomain). She is the daughter of Eve and 
Satanael, the divine architect of the heavens, and Cain’s twin sister. After 
eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge, which was not meant for her 
consumption, she experiences a sudden desire for freedom, which drives 
her insane. One kind of suffering leads to another, namely a yearning to 
contemplate the Father of Heavens. Kalomain leaves her own world and 
falls into a giant abyss where, like the gnostic Sophia, she experiences 
the terror of solitude and abandonment. She is rescued from her lapsed 
state by the Lord of the Heavens, who carries her to lands far from Eden; 
later, the Comforter carries her up to Christ so she can become his bride. 
In Stanev’s novel, this associative, Theosophical story of a cosmic catastro
phe ending with a reconciliation of the fallen Sophia and her Beloved is 
reworked in the Orphic spirit.

Like Kalomain – the archetypal Sophia or Helena – the beautiful 
Kalomea initially clings to God with all her being. Stirred by desire, 
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however, she rejects ascetic practice as a path to heavenly glory, and 
embraces hedonistic values. In this story, Prince Sibin is the tempter, but 
his heart turns cold when Kalomea is filled with the sensual joy of life. 
This plunges her into spiritual apathy, from which she will be stirred by 
suffering. Pursued by a madding crowd of lusting men and jealous women, 
she dies a sacrificial death that Tikhik insists will restore the world’s 
order. Pushed right to the boundary between life and death she realises 
the role played in her life by the demonic lover. Stanev invokes the folk 
myth of the zmey,40 a being whose love brings his lovers to a certain death:

Kalomea calls him Satan and zmey – so she has always considered him as such… 
That’s what he was because he believed neither in the Byzantine Jesus, nor in 
the heretical God. […] There is no other god but the God of your ancestors, and 
he passed away with them long ago… Without them, you are nothing! You are 
a wanderer, you are strange, misunderstood, a man apart… […] With a dreadful 
rumbling and darkness the abyss devoured Kaloyan’s soldier, vanquished by 
the Byzantine Jesus, against whom the people were defying their own heretical 
God, equally unacceptable to the Preslav prince [Станев 1982b: 103–104].

The lovers are buried alive in a single grave (as the Bogomils fill 
the mouth of the cave), an analogy to Orpheus and Euridice since Stanev’s 
novel presents a reworking of the mythological trope of the struggle to 
wrestle the life of a beloved woman from the forces of darkness. Sibin 
makes a desperate effort to lead the dying Kalomea out of the land of death, 
and jumps with her into the depths of the subterranean river, hoping to be 
carried to life by its swift currents. Those events, which draw on the Orphic 
paradigm, are complemented in the novel by a quasifolk legend were 
the prince is portrayed as an immortal hero, a lone wanderer in Bulgarian 
lands in search of his god, and a protoplast of the Bulgarian hayduks. In 
this manner the last worshipper of Tangra and the first Bulgarian rebel 
become melded into a single figure. In this context, the heretic and the hero 
jointly mould the literary myth of the Bulgarian as a sceptic and the last 
fighter for dignity: a pilgrim in a world forsaken by God.

The Antichrist  
(the Mystic – the Agnostic – the Gnostic)
The Legend of Sibin, Prince of Preslav and Tikhik and Nazarius are novels about 
the birth of skepticism in a man who is obstinately searching for God but 
has lost his way in that search. Stanev’s The Antichrist is a tragic account of 

 40 See pp. 211–215.
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the ultimate and conclusive failure of that search, a kind of postscript to his 
earlier novels. It narrates a story of a “wrestling match” between a medieval 
apostate monk and God in what is primarily an Aesopian allegorical narrative 
relating the spiritual biography of the modern man, specifically identified 
by Stanev as an autobiographical account written during the last days of 
the world. The title offers a clue to the book’s nature, since the antichrist 
is a figure that belongs to a time of awe and metaphysical terror.

Faced with the temptation of apocalyptic eschatology, Stanev presents 
good and evil in terms of current historical conflicts, a familiar phenom
enon in medieval writing [McGinn 1994: 32] also known in the Bulgarian 
tradition. In search of a period marked by apocalyptic experience (similar 
to that of modernity), Stanev turns to the late years of the second Bul
garian state, when the looming prospect of an Ottoman Turk invasion on 
the Tarnovo state bred widespread pessimism and a sense that the world 
was coming to an end [see Костенечки 1986].

They are coming, he says, Gog and Magog, whom Alexander the Great once 
sent to Asia. They’re coming to help bring about the end of the world. They 
are unclean nations, and no one can withstand them [Станев 1982a: 220].

Gog and Magog (two figures in Revelations representing the pagan peoples 
misled by Satan at the end of days) were viewed in medieval Christendom as 
a symbol of the barbaric Asiatic tribes, associated with the Ottoman Turks, 
who would bring about a collapse of the sacred order of the universe [McGinn 
1994: 92–97]. Faced with the approaching Muslim onslaught, Christian fears 
took the form of apocalyptic visions of the final days, with a prophesied period 
of Antichrist’s absolute power necessarily preceding the Last Judgement.

Stanev’s reconstruction of the evil of that period, which is capable of 
sinking an individual in the very depths of nihilistic despair, steers clear 
of allegory; his Antichrist is a manyfaced creature, taking the form of 
a cruel Turk, a licentious Bogomil, or a devout hesychast to personify all 
the human powers of history that are hostile to God. Stanev’s characters 
not only operate in a degraded world, but also actively destabilise existing 
value systems, jointly shaping a world where the evil present in history 
and in human beings becomes intensified even further. Ultimately, this 
gradation of evil provokes the question of meaning, with an undisguised 
underlying desire to justify the ways of humanity.

Hesychia
Stanev’s hero, Enio/Teofil, has a meaningful Greek name meaning “Bogomil” 
in Bulgarian, a transparent allusion to the name of the Bulgarian here
siarch. Despite this reference to the Gnostic paradigm, Stanev’s Enio is not 
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a follower of Bogomilism, but rather a heretic by the will of God, a figure 
who is in a way providentially predestined41 to be a skeptic, keeping 
apart not just from orthodoxy, but also from any kind of discourse with 
God, which is always subject to manipulation at the hands of enlightened 
gurus. For Stanev, Enio’s inner turmoil, and his frantic search for a per
sonal truth about God and the world, are a vehicle of symbolic reflection 
on Bulgarian spirituality, which he diagnoses as a chaotic thing holding 
the seeds of national nihilism as well as modern humanism. This turmoil, 
caused by a rivalry between colliding ideological systems competing for 
the hearts and minds of the people, is in Stanev’s opinion an enduring 
element of Bulgarian cultural heritage: a kind of famous last words of 
the fourteenth century: a last will and testament made moments before 
the coming of the five centuries of Ottoman occupation. To Stanev, the most 
important constitutive elements of that tradition (which is burgeoning at 
that time) include, validly, the high mysticism of Byzantine Christianity, 
folk neognosis in its various sectarian variants (including Bogomilism) 
and the pragmatic rationality of reason freed from the fetters of dogma, 
underpinned by areligious humanism.

At various points in his life, Stanev’s hero becomes the mouthpiece 
for each of those ideological methods for imposing order on the universe, 
testifying to the illusions and deceptions of each. A welleducated and 
physically attractive scion of a noble boyar family, he is also proud with 
the pride of penetrating and unfeeling reason. After rejecting worldly 
temptation at the outset of his conscious life, he would appear to have 
chosen for himself that evangelical “good part,” the way of mystical 
contemplation of the Creator. In doing so, he was following a recently 
fashionable religious movement, namely the doctrine of hesychasm, which 
by the fourteenth century had reached Bulgaria coming from Byzantium. 
After being officially recognised as a legitimate form of religious practice, 
hesychasm took hold in most monasteries.42 With its belief in the deifica
tion of the body, which it regarded as a vessel of the Holy Spirit, it was on 
the one hand a kind of synthesis and sublimation of the asceticmystical 
tradition of early Christianity and Byzantine religious practice, and on 
the other hand it was the polar opposite of gnostic dualism. Gregory 
Palamas, a monk and spiritual father of fourteenthcentury hesychasm, 
defended the value of mental focus in spiritual life, argued for the body’s 

 41 In the fictional world of the novel this takes the form of a grave illness suffered in 
his childhood; his miraculous recovery is regarded as a bad omen.
 42 After a long period of theological debate hesychasm was approved by a synod in 
Constantinople in 1351.
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involvement in prayer, and discussed the possibility of experiencing 
supernatural light, similar to the light the apostles saw in the face of 
Christ on Mount Tabor [Naumowicz 1998: 17].

How should he not illuminate those who commune worthily with the divine 
ray of His Body which is within us, lightening their souls, as He illumined 
the very bodies of the disciples on Mount Thabor? For, on the day of the Trans
figuration, that Body, source of the light of grace, was not yet united with 
our bodies; it illuminated from outside those who worthily approached it, 
and sent the illumination into the soul by the intermediary of the physical 
eyes; but now, since it is mingled with us and exists in us, it illuminates 
the soul from within [Gregory Palamas 1983: 18].

The fourteenth century controversies between the adherents of 
hesychasm and its opponents, the Barlaamites, revolving around the fun
damental question of the deification of man, not only produced divisions 
within Orthodox Christianity, but also deepened and solidified the schism 
between Rome and Eastern Christianity [Evdokimov 1964: 30].

By embracing a life of contemplation in a monastery, Stanev’s character 
chooses a path that “others have taken before” – meaning the great saints 
and his contemporaries, masters of mystical spirituality recognised by 
the Orthodox Church. At least in the beginning it might seem that Enio 
represents a conservative attitude of respect for the sanctioned models, 
where “traditional wisdom imposes discipline on, and restricts free choice 
in, any aspect of the inner experience” [BielikRobson 2000: 23]. However, 
this path cannot be conducive to a monk’s spiritual development unless 
combined with humility towards the authority of superiors, a quality that 
Enio lacks. His outlook on the institutional church is marked by mistrust, 
stemming from a fear (born out of a reaction experienced in childhood) 
that Satan might have seized control of the church [Станев 1982d: 185]. 
This longing for God, combined with a sense of mistrust towards his min
isters on earth, make it impossible for Enio to reach spiritual composure. 
On the one hand, he feels admiration for the perfection of Theodosius 
and Euthymius, the greatest mystics known to him, who were regarded 
as saints in their lifetime:

And then I saw the Holy One, with hands raised up above his shoulders, 
staring at the wooden ceiling, all ablaze with light. The light was dispersed 
inside the hermitage like shining mist, and vanished from sight in an elusive 
manner. I found him scary, that old man in the small hermitage, as if he 
was locked in a cage of God. His graying hair fell on the robe that covered 
his shoulders, his face and hands glowed with radiance. […] Then I felt like 
a force pulled me, and shook me, it swept my soul along and crushed, it as 
if under a lid. I shivered all over, and I fell to my knees. I know I’m sobbing, 
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but the ears cannot hear the sobs, fear and unearthly joy are struggling in 
my heart, and I felt as if I became immaterial [Станев 1982a: 210].

On the other hand, he disparages them, accusing them of hypocrisy 
and pride:

The secular man, the boyar in you, Your Reverence, insulted me, because 
you were not similar to the one I saw at night. […] And I was amazed by 
the combination of the boyar and the saint, however later, when I lay naked 
in his cell, and the demons attacked me from the left and from the right, 
they helped me to find an explanation. So, one of the demons of the mind 
whispered to me about you: “In order to become a saint, you need great 
pride and contempt of yourself, of the people and of the world; and you have 
to hide this pride underneath a cloak of humility” [Станев 1982a: 213].

In descriptions of his protagonist’s mystical experiences, Emilian 
Stanev moves beyond the tradition of Orthodox Christianity, which tends 
to be quite muted in this respect, containing none of the autobiograph
ical accounts of mystical experience so prevalent in the Latin culture 
[Trzcińska 1996: 11]. Orthodox Christianity’s closest counterpart to that 
tradition is The Philokalia, a collection of writings by the great mystics of 
the Christian East, that collectively form a kind of textbook of mystical 
life, immensely popular in the Slavic regions since the late eighteenth 
century, but also known in the West on account of its place of publication. 
The writers featured in that anthology include, among others, eminent 
thirteenth and fourteenth century practitioners of psychosomatic prayer 
methods and cocreators of hesychasm, such as Nikephoros the Hesychast, 
Gregory of Sinai or Gregory Palamas. In his novel, Stanev demonstrates 
an excellent understanding of hesychastic spiritual strategies explored 
by his hero, and of the dangerous pitfalls awaiting new practitioners. 
This makes the inner experiences of his characters not only plausible, 
but also typical of practices in that period which were motivated not 
by sincere intention (characteristic of agape) but rather by the Platonic 
idea of “heavenly love” (eros ouranios) [Bouyer 2013: 363], in which case 
a mystic’s love of God is nothing more than a sophisticated and subtle form 
of egoism, based on an unfulfilled desire to own God and God’s richness, 
and consequently to become like God, to achieve identification through 
an almost physical union.

There remains only one insuperable danger, against which the writers 
issue emphatic warnings: the desire to achieve spiritual solace without 
a genuine effort to live a spiritual life and engage in steadfast virtuous 
practice; this attitude can produce nothing but deviation from the norm, 
a kind of spiritual schizophrenia. “Prayer” – we read in the Dialogues on 
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the Jesus Prayer – “is the work of a lifetime.” Outward practice should 
also include purity of mind, because there are three conditions of perfect 
prayer: “the first is to care nothing whether the effect is good or bad (as 
this produces distraction in prayer); the second condition is a good con
science, so that we are beyond reproach; the third is a complete absence 
of passion so that the mind is not pulled by inclination to any things in 
this world” [Špidlík 1996: 247].

Despite the preventive upbringing he received in a monastery, 
which was intended to purify his heart through humility and service, 
Enio’s dealings with people and God are not free from selfishness or 
a sense of selfcentred entitlement.43 Although Teofil’s confessional 
autobiography contains multiple examples of selfcriticism, intellectual 
clearsightedness, and emotional and spiritual selfawareness, neither his 
intellectual understanding nor his gift of discernment of spirits (treated 
as the hypostasis of spiritual tensions) are sufficient to make the leap 
of trusting God. Ultimately, his prayers for the grace of faith remain 
unanswered. A series of minor events – an indisposed spiritual director, 
a dream exposing the falsehood of Christ’s resurrection, erotic tempta
tion – turns out to amount to a strong argument against faith. Despite 
achieving the desired state of hesychia (spiritual rest, quiet or stillness), 
the direction of the sceptic’s inner revolution remains unchanged, since 
contemplation of God is to him primarily a form of knowing, a promise 
of personal deification. This is evident in the wording of the prayer he 
uses to achieve hesychia:

Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner, for I am sincerely contrite and 
heartbroken. Show me my God, who summoned me from my mother’s 
womb [Станев 1982a: 243].

This individual paraphrase of the Jesus prayer highlights Enio’s 
ulterior motivation, similar to that leading to the original sin: a desire 
to be equal to God. Nonetheless, this prayer strategy of seeking ecstasy 
through intellectual calculation rather than heartfelt impulse produces 
some effect. In a case like this, masters of spiritual life recommend cau
tion and warn against delusion:

Sometimes this exercise may produce experiences which appear to be 
spiritual in nature: the psychophysical exercise may produce feelings of 
warmth, solace or joy. This is not evil in itself, however it may mislead people 
who lack discernment in those things to mistake a natural phenomenon for 
supernatural comfort [Špidlík 1996: 247].

 43 On the gnostic attitude towards God see Kołakowski 1995.
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In his private psychological experience, Enio experiences a sense of 
religious rapture which he takes for hesychia:

There, I can see a glimpse of relief, joy and quiet happiness coming from 
the depths [of her soul – G.S.G.], a radiance from other worlds shines on her, 
and she begins to shake in bliss. And an angel with swan wings appeared 
to me. Ah, I have no words to tell you what I saw, my language and my rea
son are helpless where it comes to revealing the mystery of God. My heart 
leaps like new, it’s beating cheerfully in my breast, meek joy flows through 
the body and glorifies God […] And I understand why the seraphim around 
his throne sing praises to him, for now I am among them [Станев 1982a: 243].

At the polar opposite of this mystical experience with its sense of 
peace and comfort, Stanev’s character places a different mystical experi
ence which leads him to a spiritual breakthrough. Anyone who has seen 
God must die. Enio is tormented by a sense of spiritual death as he finds 
the light of Mount Tabor unbearably flat and lifeless, and as such inca
pable of serving as a lifegiving wellspring of hope, universal order and 
meaning in life. From that moment on, his life is symbolised by a journey, 
a wandering of a homeless soul in the wilderness of an indifferent world 
ending in Nothingness:

[…] I earnestly called on God to reveal to me the secret of the two worlds, 
and I had forgotten that the devil lurks in secret, at the same time I heard 
a noise as if of a strong wind, and white, blinding light flooded the entire cell. 
I grew dumb, I was paralysed and I could neither move nor think. And I saw 
this world like a resurrected dead man might see it – incomprehensible to 
the mind in the time past, present and future, and myself – a roaming spirit, 
condemned to rove eternally from one delusion to another. And the meaning 
of everything that happened in the world was beyond me, unobtainable 
to my mind, hidden in times behind unknown, ever changing images that 
entangled the mind and enticed it from one lie to another. Inexpressible 
suffering oppressed my soul, drowned it in despair as in a bottomless sea. 
So, fearing that the white light would blind me, I wanted to close my eyes, 
but I could not. It was burning with a cold brightness, without quivering, 
and I felt that it would soon pass, and when it did I would never be the same 
again, because my spirit lay defeated, and my faith with it [Станев 1982a: 
247–248].

The cold, indifferent God who reveals his power to Enio the way 
he once revealed it to Job can only produce awe and terror. This is not 
a strictly Manichaean case: the unknown God of the Manichaeans remains 
an unquestioned reference point and destination for those souls who 
learn the way of salvation through gnosis. The God Enio encounters in his 
mystical experience is a Creator who has turned away from his Creation: 
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the God of the Deists and twentieth century existentialists who deplored 
the solitude of man thrown into being44 and destined to live with a false 
consciousness (in the Nietzschean sense).

Following his “betrayal of transcendence,”45 Stanev’s character 
finds an ideological alternative in a deliberate and systematic hostility 
to Christianity, a sense of contempt for his former beliefs which, para
doxically, continue to serve as ordering categories and stable reference 
points in his thinking.

Although the narrator’s comments imply that the demon of pride 
[Evagrius of Pontus, 2006: 83–86] was involved in his psychosomatic 
experiments, which according to spiritual masters influences the recep
tion of a mystical experience, Euthymius, Patriarch of Tarnovo (who will 
years later hear Enio on the eve of a council against the heretics) does not 
rush to undermine the credibility of Enio’s hesychia. He declines to view 
the incident in terms of demonic illusion. Instead, his interpretation is 
conditioned by a great mystic’s sensitivity to the signs of the final days. 
Accordingly, he mostly perceives Enio’s experience in terms of the ami
cable relationship between God and the Creation. Euthymius’ commen
tary is permeated by the sadness of a prophet who reads the world like 
an open book containing a record of future events. Although he feels 
compassion for Enio, Euthymius sees a special place for him in this future 
scenario – in keeping with the mentality of the period, marked as it was 
by eschatological fears and anxieties, he perceives Enio as the original 
model of the Antichrist,46 whose increased activity will precede the end 
of the world:

God, is it that day when your light will dazzle man, the day of the most 
terrible penance and disgrace? A man will then be like a wave, swelling 
or scattered by the wind? […] If the manifestation of God’s energy could 
not humble your pride, then who will? […] There is no other force other 
than God’s that could make you believe in what God has revealed even to 
children, and what Satan has obscured in adults. I know how dear those 
grievous torments of negation are to men, and how meagre the quiet joy 
of virtues seems in comparison. May Christ help you, Theophilus! Satan is 
in you, and he will not leave easily. And if he doesn’t come out, you will be 
the archetype of the future monster of the Apocalypse, a man of new, wild 
force, which the world has never seen – the Antichrist, who has come to its 
end [Станев 1982a: 287].

 44 For more on the affinities between Manichaeism and twentieth century existential
ism, see Jonas 2001: 320–340; Shestov 1982.
 45 I borrow this term from Safranski 1999.
 46 For more information on the satanic aspects of Enio’s personality, see Нанчев 1997.
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Euthymius’s crushing critique of hardhearted individualism is char
acteristic of a member of a conservative society, where human spiritual 
dynamism is perceived as a source of grave dangers, and any deviation 
from the beaten track is seen as a threat to the cosmic order. By contrast, 
Enio accepts the challenge of reason that rebels against the impositions 
of necessity; his is a gesture of selfexclusion from a community guided 
by hard and fast rules. In this sense, he becomes the novel’s prototype of 
the modern man, engrossed in the task of selfcreation. Freed from the con
straints of a moral system predicated on transcendence, his selfcreation 
also reveals the hero’s anxieties and fears. Weighed down by the original 
sin of doubt, Enio suffers from a sense of inner emptiness, which makes 
him infinitely flexible, capable of an unending sequence of conversions. 
Though aimed at preserving his inner truth and authenticity, in reality 
they appear to serve the purpose of alleviating the fear experienced by 
any person who confronts the chaos of the “disenchanted” world. The only 
way to escape the abhorrence of vacuum is to act.

In a World of Chaos
Enio’s transformation – a kind of antibaptism or rite of passage into a life 
lived according to the rules of practical reason – is expressed in the novel 
by means of an aquatic metaphor which activates

a completely new system of associations, differing from the construction 
metaphors that predominate in western philosophy: metaphors of build
ings, secure foundations, keystones and cornerstones […]. This produces 
a different interpretation of certitude, based not so much on a sense of firm 
ground and secure foundations, but rather trusting sense of participation, 
a sense of harmony with universal nature without the need of articulat
ing the “principle” of that harmony either to oneself or to others [Bielik
Robson 2000: 154].

The stream in which the character indulges in the “pagan” joy of 
fishing, ostensibly out of love for his brothers, becomes a place where 
he can experience his rebirth into life in its Dionysian form. The stream 
witnesses the birth of his love and desire; it is by the stream that Enio 
abandons his monk’s habit – “putting off the old man with his deeds,” to 
use biblical parlance – and puts on the pagan clothes and throws himself 
into a whirl of activity aimed purely at satisfying hedonic impulses. With 
that single gesture, the ascetic priest becomes transformed into a Dionysus 
whose Nietzschean will to life makes him resistant to all indoctrination. 
The first ideological offering that he has to face is a degenerate form of 
Bogomilism distorted by Messalian influences, professed by the sabotnik 
sect in the novel. And although he is willing to assist them with his writings 
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so that he can follow Arma, whom he desires, he remains consistently 
skeptical of their doctrines. Accustomed to intellectual sophistication, 
he is contemptuous of the primitive reasoning of the sectarians, even if 
he finds their “vulgar anthropology” partially convincing in that it frees 
people from responsibility for evil by positing a world based not so much 
on a lofty, cosmic struggle of Good and Evil, but rather the product of two 
vain deities competing for human souls:

God and Satan were brothers, but Satan, with his brother’s consent, aban
doned the highest heavens and created the corporeal world, so that each 
of them could reign in his world. Then he said to God, “Let us make our 
likenesses to see which of us will be revered more.” And they created Adam 
and Eve. However, neither Adam nor Eve could distinguish Satan from God. 
Having realised this, the devil planted the tree of wisdom and tempted them 
to eat from it. This is when memory and knowledge were born in people, 
so everyone began to live with two sides – one for God and the other for 
his brother… […] We perceive Him [Christ – G.S.G.] as a messenger from 
the higher world to draw souls towards God. The two are fighting for our 
souls, so that each has more of us on his side; this is why our souls are in 
torment [Станев 1982a: 256–257].

Wishing to live outside of good and evil, Stanev’s character wants to 
create and establish his own moral norms and values. Having to contend 
with an infinitely diverse world that calls for adaptation, Enio accepts 
the survival instinct as the only certitude, and chooses to follow nothing 
but his own reason, subordinated to the interests of practical intelligence, 
whose essence is nothing but “joining the endless rush of the universe, 
entering the river of being and and remaining in it, free submission to 
the current” [BielikRobson 2000: 154]. In betraying transcendence, how
ever, Enio becomes a slave of a world of chaos and savagery, an experience 
which in turn awakens his own savagery and explodes the limits of his 
“moral horizon.” After committing the original sin of desire for knowledge 
and hence for equality with God, Enio almost unthinkingly goes with 
the flow of life, sinking into a series of sins, including unbridled sexuality, 
crime and duplicity. In the context of a fragmented social reality, Stanev’s 
subject is trying to survive in a world with no stable reference points. 
Condemned to live a life apart, the character survives in the biological 
sense, but he disintegrates as a homo ethicus. His betrayal of the meta
physical longing turns him into a onedimensional thing, flailing among 
the ultimately pointless efforts at selfaffirmation, where a moral nadir 
coincides with an idolatrous temptation of selfworship:

You are the God you are seeking. Did you not understand that there is no 
law to protect you from the evil inside you other than your will, other than 
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the law you alone can impose on yourself? The saint and the slayer, the upper 
world and hell are inside you. […] Sit on your throne, crown yourself with 
your glory!… Halleluiah, believe and glorify only your god that has no name 
or church [Станев 1982a: 288].

At the same time, Enio is aware of the mechanisms that lead to 
selfdeification, which came into play when search for God is guided by 
subjectivity unchecked by a higher spiritual authority. Still, he values 
individualism and contempt of dogma so highly that he is prepared 
to violate the rules of practical intelligence, and to devote himself to 
“missionary” work by propagating heretical ideas merely for the joy of 
destroying the Christian tradition.

The Ideologue
Following the antiheresy council of Tarnovo (where Enio is tried for 
heresy and mutilated), Enio redoubles his efforts in the struggle against 
the Orthodox Church, motivated by a sense of injury and hurt pride; he 
praises individual rebellion and hatred against oppressive institutions, 
and defends human subjectivity, a fully autonomous and selfassured 
“inner spark” that demonstrates human greatness and originality. In 
the intellectual categories of the period he becomes a man of sin who, 
Antichristlike, interacts with people only in order to corrupt them. But 
even he is startled by the ease with which crowds of believers submit 
to his influence:

And I was mulling over the Bulgarian mind that believes in no idols, respects 
no laws, plays tricks with good and evil, and is a slave to the cruel earthly 
truth. We have separated the sky from the earth, truth from justice; we treat 
God like a brat; everyone is selfwilled and too clever by half, and abuses of 
freedom get more respect than holy icons [Станев 1982a: 305].

Paradoxically, however, by spending time with people Enio is able to 
move away from the gaping void of his own soul, and feels some stirrings 
of altruism that lead him to act in contrast to his egotistic impulses. 
This process of inner change is accelerated by the Ottoman invasion of 
Bulgaria. The suffering of the people at the hands of the invaders, and 
the total abandonment of the Bulgarians by the outside world, combine 
to produce a gradation of evil so acute as to be unbearable even to 
a determined atheist who is indifferent to the fate of others. This ability 
to sympathise with the pain of others comes from shared experience. 
To Enio, this has nothing to do with a return to the Christian system of 
values. Rather, we are dealing with an actualisation of Schopenhauer’s 
understanding of compassion as a sudden and sporadic realisation that 
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everything in the outside world is experiencing the same kind of pain and 
anguish [see Safranski 1999: 75]. This compassion cements an areligious 
understanding of community based on a supraindividual experience of 
the human condition, built on the foundation of a shared experience of 
historical fate.

However, Stanev eliminates the universal dimension of this category, 
and makes his character the mouthpiece of an ethnocentric projection, 
a mechanism known since the age of Enlightenment. In Enio’s case, 
the mystical union of compassion is only limited to a solidarity with 
the inhabitants of the same culture and ethnos, symbolically illustrated 
by the image of a holiday procession formed by the inhabitants of Tarnovo 
during a Turkish siege:

In polyphonic praise, they raised sweet memories of peaceful days, Christian 
joys soared high to the heavens, as if very heavens had swung their gates 
open. […] A solemn sound of ardent and mournful prayer echoed above 
Turnovgrad, as if all the power of the Christian God had been summoned 
to demonstrate its invincibility to the barbarians. […] Processions weaved 
around the churches on Trapezitsa and Tsarevgrad, convicts walked with 
Easter candles in their hands [Станев 1982a: 315].

What lies at the heart of Enio’s new identity is a sense of unity with 
the “community of victims” and the patriotism it produces, which “is or 
was a virtue founded on attachment primarily to a political and moral 
community” [MacIntyre 2007: 254]. Enio’s patriotism will be a vir
tue based on overcoming this understanding of tradition in the name 
of revolt against the decrees of fate and its powers. In the novel, this 
problem becomes focalised on the conflict between Enio and Patriarch 
Euthymius, who imposes a medieval interpretation on history, based on 
categories of guilt and punishment, treating the misfortunes experienced 
by the Bulgarians as a Godgiven opportunity for spiritual renewal. By 
contrast, Enio regards Bulgaria’s collapse as a consequence of the sterility 
of a society so burned out by religious conflict that it has lost the will 
to survive as a community. Feeling complicit, Enio is prepared to accept 
part of the responsibility, as long as Euthymius does the same:

“Here, Father,” I said, “the tsars and the boyars have abandoned us. God wanted 
death, Satan has deceived us. You with your Heavenly Jerusalem, I with my 
rejection of it, we have played our part in the enslavement of the Bulgarian 
land. Who is it that will pass judgment on us?” [Станев 1982a: 326]

By placing the Christian and Gnostic traditions at the same end of 
the moral scales, Enio excludes both of them from the sphere of tradition 
understood as a positive value. At the same time, he makes a final attempt 
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to fight for the right of selective inheritance. This struggle takes the form 
of a debate with Euthymius, hoping to win the Patriarch’s blessing for 
Enio’s future actions as an avenger of wrongs. With that blessing, Enio 
could feel assurance that, even though he is acting in violation of Chris
tian morality, he still remained “in the house of the Father,” his actions 
receiving sacred sanction:

I asked you to bless my future actions. You asked me what they would 
be, and I confessed that I would gather up the slaves in vengeance for 
a struggle against the oppressor; I will respond with to violence with 
violence, to might with might, eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, since 
the sinful earth knows no other laws. […] Do not refuse your blessing 
[Станев 1982a: 326].

Euthymius refuses: to him, blessing violence would amount to 
a betrayal of the idea of mercy and Christian universalism in the narrow, 
partisan interest of ethnic particularism [Станев 1982a: 326].

The novel’s struggle between Enio and Euthymius is reminiscent of 
Bloom’s agon, prefigured by the biblical story of Jacob wrestling with 
an angel [Bloom 1997]. However, Stanev’s character chooses a strategy 
of inheritance which essentially amounts to a resistance to ancestral 
influence, performing the “rapid, impatient labor of the Negative” that 
Harold Bloom associated with gnosis [Bloom 1982: 60]. He departs 
unblessed, because the blessing he seeks cannot be granted in conflict 
with the tradition. Euthymius’ refusal is a kind of alibi, which helps 
him to obscure the existence of a historical precursor, and affords him 
the satisfaction he derives from destroying inheritance, and from the sin 
of arbitrariness.

Farewell, Turnovian saint! With you, an unrealisable world is leaving, with 
you as its last high priest. The blessing was replaced with the Antichrist 
roaming the Bulgarian lands. […] You were a light for the nation, blazing 
bright before it unhappily went out and, like any light, it was magnificently 
deceptive!… I ask myself: what would have happened on in Bulgarian lands 
after the demonic healing, if only the kin of Ismail had not come? Wouldn’t 
Satan walk freely, unopposed by God [Станев 1982a: 327]?

Enio’s strategy involves discarding the past is a moribund state of 
collapse and illusion, a “falling away from completeness.” His freedom of 
selfrealisation is based on the selfassurance of a strong subject which 
sees himself as the sole source of agency, free from the pressures of 
accumulated tradition. Ultimately, Enio’s spiritual struggle degenerates 
into the pride of gnosis with its false concept of selfdetermination. At 
the end of the day, the freedom to reject tradition in favour of innovation 
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is an illusion, delimited by the double resentment of a hurt individual, 
a priest who has “fallen away from transcendence” and a warrior/avenger 
with no hope of victory. For those two reasons Stanev’s hero is doomed 
to terrifying alienation, worse than that experienced by Christ dying on 
the cross:

I see a flying bird. Whither are you flying, o bird? An animal is running 
through the forest. Whither are you hurrying, o animal? Who is calling you, 
who is leading you, and where to? And where are you going, o man?… It says 
in the Gospel, they shall see Him whom they pierced, but who will see me, 
a dishonoured Bulgarian [Станев 1982a: 330]?

Having lost the empirical basis for an attitude of trust in the world, 
the hero comes to regard himself in tragic terms, his fate a drama of 
liberty. The affirmation of vengeance on the mediators of history which 
motivates the Warrior cannot obscure the longing for transcendence 
in a man deprived of faith in either the redemptive power of Christ or 
the inherited forms of gnosis. Enio’s pessimism is heightened by the expe
rience of inescapable evil, which is part of the world order, and which is 
likewise present in man. The JudaeoChristian anthropology makes man 
responsible for the evil internalised in himself, but also provides people 
with a perspective of salvation – thanks to the law and the merciful 
Saviour. Gnosis (in all its forms) frees man from responsibility for evil, 
and provides people with the knowledge necessary to liberate the soul 
from the prison of matter. In Enio’s mind, both of those lifegiving struc
tures – the Adamic myth and the idea of the exiled soul – crumble and 
disintegrate [Ricoeur 1972: 232–305]. The only thing left is the melancholy 
experienced by a subject tormented by a sense of complete triumph of 
evil, with no hope of changing the world. To choose this option, repre
senting the power of analogy and simplification, is an updated variant 
of the Manichaean outlook. This option negates the essence of the linear 
culture: the chance of producing a better world. In so doing, it openly 
undermines the JudaeoChristian faith in history as an area of divine 
Providence. Stanev’s avenger, shown as a prototypical hayduk, appears 
to be a figure of despair dressed in the homespun costume of the national 
heroic myth [DąbekWirgowa 1989].

Emilian Stanev has on numerous occasions dismissed the meta
physical reading of his text, preferring to point out to critics and general 
readers the pragmatic benefits of a deeper reflection on the vicissitudes 
of the country’s history. His last words, recorded in a diary entry dated 
20 February 1979, show how seriously he treated the reception of his 
historical novels:
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The many layers of my books, in particular in Sibin and in The Antichrist, are 
a polyphony of the Bulgarian mind and spirituality – a “philosophising” per 
se… The critics usually interpret this polyphony in the same way, as praise. 
Sibin: the protoBulgarian, the statebuilder; Sylvester, Tikhik, Kalomela: 
Slavic intellectual decadence, tragedy. Teofil, who lost his faith – a tragedy, 
he had mutilated himself. There is only one spiritual peak in The Antichrist: 
Euthymius. I did not write this book to philosophise on the ageold ques
tions, but to show some specific Bulgarian qualities as I see and understand 
them in the philosophy of our history. When are we finally going to learn 
to evaluate our spiritual values not from some remote philosophical and 
ideological perspective, but from the point of view of the interests of Bul
garia and of our state [Станева 1983: 133]?

As he castigates those of his readers who are willing to go too far in 
overinterpreting and mythologizing his texts, Stanev conceals his pessi
mistic message under a mask of a pragmatic patriot who has his nation’s 
future at heart. By laying bare – with Petar Mutafchiyev47 – the roots 
of Bulgarian nihilism, which he believed were embedded in religion 
and gnosis, Stanev formulates a negative appraisal of the role played 
by Byzantine Christianity, blaming the Orthodox Church for destroying 
the might of the first Bulgarian state:

The most momentous mistake of Boris I was his choice of Byzantine Ortho
doxy, and along with it – of Byzantine heresies. […] The first Bulgarian 
empire could not be wiped out on the battlefields, but it was destroyed by 
the Orthodox owls, the black Byzantine crows. […] Whoever doesn’t under
stand that, understands nothing about Bulgarian history and Bulgaria’s 
destiny. I cannot read with composure about the defenders of Orthodoxy, 
I am astonished by their blindness… But wasn’t our liberator Orthodox 
either, and didn’t it try to fulfil its messianic role through Orthodoxy and 
Slavophilia [Станева 1983: 134].

In this interpretation, Bogomilism emerges as an expression of 
the social resentments of the period:

I’m surprised by your interpretation of my attitude toward Bogomilism and 
by your accusation that I show a personal preference for this doctrine. I have 
never regarded Bogomilism as anything constructive, but only as a natural 
and easily understandable rebellion against the Byzantine Orthodox Church, 
to which our nation has paid such an enormous tribute, greater than nation’s 
tribute to Catholicism.48

 47 See pp. 57–58.
 48 This is a passage from a letter of Emilian Stanev to Archbishop Nikolai Makariopolski 
dated 20 June 1971; cited in Станева 1983: 152.
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This shows that Stanev’s debate with Bogomilism in the histo
riosophic layer of his texts is merely an element of a broader polemic 
with the tradition of Eastern Christianity, considered by Stanev to be 
the most notable destructive force in the history of the Bulgarian state. 
In this sense Stanev plays along with the expectations of the normative 
Bulgarian literary criticism of the Communist period, which was ideo
logically opposed to Christianity. At the same time, he comes across as 
a continuator of the ideas that came to the fore in Bulgarian interwar 
writings fascinated with paganism.

At the same time, Emilian Stanev argues that the disintegration of 
traditional religious norms caused by conflicts between rival ideological 
outlooks in the Middle Ages produced in Bulgaria a premature “disen
chantment of the world.” This experience of the Negative gave birth to 
an emancipated altruism based on subjective whim, which in Stanev’s 
view bears the demonic mark of the Nietzschean Antichrist. To Stanev, 
the compassionate Antichrist who troubles the collective imagination 
during historical turning points becomes a prefiguration of the modern 
man who rejects all ideological systems, but ultimately – when faced 
with the slings and arrows dealt out to individuals by capricious for
tune – accepts gnosis as a kind of emergency exit to alleviate the fear 
of chaos. God is dead, and the world of ideas and ideals died along with 
him. God’s death means not only a devaluation of the highest values, but 
also a loss of the very possibility of universally valid values. Accord
ingly, Bulgarians opt for a strategy of alienation from the cultures and 
ideologies that have been imposed on them, favouring instead solidarity 
with the community of sufferers. In a world that objectifies people, this 
amounts to a dramatic defence of human subjectivity. The choice comes 
at the price of individualism and alienation, which are a fundamental 
part of the Bulgarian myth of isolation.





4
TRANSPOSITIONS 
OF BOGOMILISM IN NEW AGE 
AND POSTMODERNIST 
LITERATURE

Following the collapse of Communism in Bulgaria in 1989, the long
awaited removal of ideological constraints and censorship mechanisms 
did not immediately produce notable works of literature. The drawers of 
most writers endorsed by the Communist state were empty, and other 
writers were only just learning to speak openly without having to rely on 
carefully coded Aesopian language before they could put the historical 
record straight and hold the Communist regime to account. As a result, 
the fall of Zhivkov was followed by a massive surge of journalism, with 
memoirs and nonfiction dominating book sales. This interest in the coun
try’s past was accompanied by an openness to Western culture and to 
other, previously less familiar, cultures of other members of the former 
Eastern Bloc (mainly Russia, Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic). 
The situation in the 1990s was in many ways similar to that of the 1890s, 
a period of unending debates on the preferred nature of the Bulgarian 
national spirit in the context of the country’s opening up to Western 
influence.

Following the country’s democratic transition, Bulgarian culture was 
marked by an increased need for selfreflection and for a reinvention of 
the nation’s past based on a more complete version of its historical and 
cultural tradition, free from the truncations imposed by a restrictive 
political system. “Who are we as a nation?” “What are our goals after all 
those years of spiritual enslavement?” Those were the questions being 
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tackled by historians, literary critics, anthropologists and philosophers, 
some of whom looked to the past for inspiration.1 But the most heated 
debates were taking place away from academia, unconstrained by prin
ciples of scholarly discourse: in the arenas of journalism and literature, 
where writers were free to shuffle various readymade formulas of 
national mythology with all its associated emotional baggage. Freed from 
the rigours of academic debate, such exercises were naturally prone to 
intellectual abuse, but readers tended to favour their satisfying compen
satory formulas, which alleviated the stress of the democratic transition 
and court the imagination by reviving familiar (though often fossilised) 
mythologems of collective Bulgarian mentality.

Again, those new recapitulations of Bogomilism reflect the ideologies 
of the writers. This time the point of reference in the Bulgarian intracul
tural discourse is the “global village” with its postmodern obsessions. 
Bulgarian culture was able to find its own dilemmas and frustrations in 
the tensions felt in modern Western culture marked by cultural relativism 
on the one hand, and attempts to resacralise the cosmos on the other.

The transformation first affected school textbooks, which were 
expected to present a vision of Bulgarian history that was ideologically 
compatible with a country in democratic transition. Although textbook 
writers revised their texts to update their portrayals of the past (some 
with more effort and care than others), their interpretations of Bogom
ilism remained largely unchanged. Despite a general toning down of 
former Marxist simplifications, the social dimension of the movement 
continues to be portrayed as an important element and a decisive aspect 
of the progressive nature of Bogomilism. In a 2000 Gyuzelev’s textbook 
the section on Bogomilism closes with an approving quotation from 
D. Angelov, an eminent Marxist expert on Bogomilism, arguing that 
Bulgarians should view the movement with pride since it inspired many 
ideological developments in medieval Europe [Гюзелев (ed.) 2000: 
70–73]. At the same time, the view that the Bogomils could have been 
opposed to the state is emphatically dismissed on principle, and instead 
it is argued that the movement’s line on the state was not uniform, and 
changed depending on political circumstances. Delev’s or Lazarov’s 
textbooks portray Bogomilism in terms of a return to the traditions of 
early Christianity. Both authors highlight the movement’s contributions 
to European culture, notably to the Renaissance and the Reformation, 
but they are critical of its destructive impact on the country’s internal 
situation [Азаров et al. 1998: 99–102; Делев et al. 1996: 117–121]. 

 1 See the anthology Защо сме такива? [Еленков, Даскалов (eds.) 1994].
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The textbooks explain that Bogomilism helped shape Bulgaria’s image 
in the Catholic countries as a “homeland of heretics,” an appellation they 
cite approvingly. Alexander Fol [Фол et al. 1996: 114–118], an eminent 
authority on Thracian studies already during the Zhivkov regime, has 
come up with similar interpretations.

Those textbook interpretations of Bogomilism are therefore still 
strikingly close to their preexisting models. Presumably, this is largely 
to do with the fact that their authors were educated and received their 
ideological formation under the Communist regime. The remarkable 
flexibility of Bogomilism as a lieu de memoire within Bulgarian collective 
mentality probably plays an important role as well. Through its associ
ations with the idea of progress, the movement again proves useful to 
the ideologues of Bulgaria’s most recent modernisation project.

A New Turn Towards the Utopia of Progress
Published in 1997 by Sofia University Press, Boyan Obretenov’s Пред прага 
на Месията. Записки за разпънатата българска душа 1995–1996 (Before 
the Messiah’s Threshold. Notes on the Crucified Bulgarian Soul, 1995–1996) 
is an example of a dramatic engagement with the Communist past. Tsveta 
Trifonova, who reviewed it at length in Литературен форум [Трифо
нова 1997: 2], described it as a crucial settling of accounts in Bulgarian 
culture, whose impact consists in standing up for truth about the nation even 
at its most painful: truth which emerges through a synthesis of “spiritual 
experience of the whole nation,” which is quite different from the “mystified, 
sanctified and beautified” vision of the nation’s past. Trifonova believes that 
the tenor and significance of Obretenov’s work are boosted by its prophetic 
accents, and its prophecies about Bulgaria’s future (with their Messianic 
undertones) correspond with calls for a national moral revival.

Given the book’s critical acclaim, further boosted by the stature of 
its publisher, Obretenov’s book deserves a closer look. The preface states:

The book is an attempt to portray the spiritual and moral state of the Bulgar
ian nation in one of the most critical moments of its history  when it was torn 
between the thoughtless choice of the doomed past, made in December 1994,2 
and the realisation of the genuine path to its future in early 1997.3 Bulgaria 

 2 A reference to the democratic parliamentary election won by the postCommunist left.
 3 In 1997, a parliamentary election was held in Bulgaria, won by a coalition of parties 
called the Democratic Alternative, led by the Union of Democratic Forces, originally formed 
by political opponents of Bulgaria’s Communist government.
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paid with suffering for this understanding and its right to make a new choice. 
The book was written between the years of pessimism and the years of hope, 
between despair and a faith in some kind of enduring Bulgarian moral, spiritual, 
mental strengths and virtues that can redeem them. The book is not a collection 
of essays or articles; it is more like a poem than a research essay.

Each part of the book reads like a song or psalm of the raptures and 
misfortunes of Bulgarians in the long and continuing search for their true 
homeland [Обретенов 1997: 2].

This unambiguously places Obretenov’s book within a certain political 
context, suggesting that it should be interpreted as a reaction to the social 
ills of 1995–1996, a period when the author believes Bulgaria’s leftwing 
government led the country into a political and economic crisis, leading in 
turn to a crisis of spiritual values, an interpretation validated by the book’s 
subtitle. This turns the book into an exercise in settling political accounts, 
which in the world of binary political oppositions translates to an orienta
tion towards Western values as the “the true path to the future.”

However, Obretenov’s book speaks only partially and obliquely to 
the demands of topical political propaganda. It revives the old myths in 
an attempt to find a “third way” for the Bulgarian nation, based not on 
the generally recognised universals (exploited in culture to within an inch 
of their life), but rather on a specially reinvented variant of Bulgarian 
cultural tradition – “folklore and heresy understood as a specifically 
Bulgarian principle of thinking.”

The book has four chapters, entitled Верую (Credo), Апокалипсис 
(Apocalypse), Месия (Messiah), and 2013. The titles convey a sense of 
connection with the sacred, but this biblical styling is merely a form of 
packaging for reflections on the nation’s future coming from a “heretic” 
unconstrained by intellectual dogma. The book was intended to be a kind 
of new Bulgarian apocrypha expressing rebellion against the religious 
and cultural tradition: a voice speaking out against all official visions of 
the world’s (or the nation’s) past and future, doctored and exploited by 
the state, which Bulgarians have detested since the times of Bogomilism. 
But in fact this cardcarrying nonconformist merely manipulates popular 
Bulgarian opinion rather than move beyond its limits. Obretenov is try
ing to turn an assemblage of anachronistic and internally contradictory 
comments typical of popular opinion and commonsense thinking4 into 
a polished collective selfportrait, a vision of “us, Bulgarians” created as 
a mythmaking exercise.

 4 For more information on that category, see Hołówka 1986.
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Boyan Obretenov’s essay evokes the full set of complexes of the Bul
garian national culture – its inferiority and superiority complexes and 
its myths of the golden age and of isolation. It castigates and endorses 
in equal measure, always remaining faithful to the local Bulgarian tra
dition. One particularly notable element in that tradition is the myth 
of Bulgarian isolation, which engendered a series of derivative myths 
including its isolationism, conservatism, and a fascination with Bul
garian folk culture regarded as a treasure trove of national values. 
This myth of isolation is the first impulse triggering Obretenov’s 
religious defiance: because they have no faith in divine providence, 
the Bulgarians must suffer even more than the Israelites in their wan
derings in the wilderness, because Bulgarian anguish is heightened by 
the loneliness and isolation of a people ignored by an indifferent god. 
This deeply pessimistic vision of a people forgotten by its maker and 
abandoned by the family of the Christian nations is developed further 
in the chapter Верую:

When a Pole is born, the Catholic world sighs a happy sigh – another soul has 
joined its spiritual and cultural domain. When a Greek is born, the pleased 
Orthodox clergy light a candle – a new fighter has joined the thinning ranks. 
When a Turk is born, Mohammed claps his hands and Allah triumphs. When 
a Bulgarian is born, God and the saints, and their earthly deputies remain 
indifferent. We belong to noone [Обретенов 1997: 9].

This image is an updated interpretation of the resentful mytholo
gems from the period of national revival. Obretenov is invoking a triad 
that was created by Paisius and sanctioned by tradition, where the Lat
ins, the Orthodox Greeks and the Muslim Turks are direct enemies of 
the Bulgarians, posing a threat to their physical survival (Turks) and 
spiritual life (the Greeks and Latins). As noted by Teresa DąbekWir
gowa [1986], the category of otherness during the period of Bulgarian 
revival encompassed all nonBulgarians, including Orthodox Christian 
Greeks and Slavs (suffice it to mention Paisius’s hostile comments about 
the Serbs). The cult of the patriarchal tradition, which is already present in 
the writings of Paisius, viewed that tradition as the only reliable defence 
of Bulgarian identity. The Bulgarians were presented as simple yet noble 
folk – unlearned perhaps, but highly moral and devout.

Two centuries after Paisius, and one hundred years after Bulgaria’s 
independence, Obretenov turns to the Slavo-Bulgarian History for inspi
ration in reflection on the current state of Bulgarian culture and spirit. 
In his vision, the myth of Bulgarian isolation becomes intensified, and 
gets projected onto the eschatological plane.
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According to Obretenov, the Bulgarians (in the sense of a tribal commu
nity) became tragically separated from the family of Christian nations. This 
makes Bulgaria an outsider in that community, cut off from its associated 
duties and privileges. A closer look at Obretenov’s triad, which defines Bulgar
ian identity in terms of negation (I – not a Turk – not a Greek – not a Catholic) 
reveals that the problem looming large at the centre of his argument is not 
so much national identity in the a sense of belonging to a broader, suprana
tional cultural community. By foregrounding local specificity, Obretenov 
places the Bulgarians outside of the three cultural realms – Latin, Muslim 
and (particularly surprisingly) Orthodox Christian. If we were to accept 
for a minute Huntington’s controversial model [Huntington 1996] where 
the world is a stage for a rivalry between powerful civilisations, this would 
put Bulgaria (a kind of borderland between civilisations) in the position of 
an enclave of all that which is local, familiar and recognisable: a museum of 
peculiar memorabilia rather than an area of cultural syncretism.5

According to Obretenov, the willing and selfimposed Bulgarian iso
lation was accelerated by a series of adverse historical events coupled 
with the inherent Bulgarian pagan spirit and a general attitude of revolt 
against all dogma, which he argues is a characteristic element of Bulgarian 
mentality. The moral bankruptcy of the Orthodox Church and the emer
gence of the Bogomil heresy with its pessimistic Manichaean undertones 
in the Middle Ages produced attitudes of extreme disillusionment and 
scepticism which would become a feature of Bulgarian culture.

This idea is by no means new in Bulgarian culture; similar notions 
were floated in the literature, historiography and philosophy of the inter
war period, most notably in Petar Mutafchiyev’s essay Priest Bogomil and 
St. Ivan of Rila. The Spirit of Negation in Our History, which I discussed 
in Chapter 1.6 Obretenov’s reaction to this text is inconsistent, and his 

 5 In the interwar period this was regarded as an opportunity for Bulgarian culture by 
Yanko Yanev, an enthusiastic promoter of Nietzsche in Bulgaria, who faced accusations of 
fascist sympathies after the war. Yanev emphasised the unique nature of the Bulgarian 
mission as a bridge between the East and the West:
“[…] standing between two worlds, we cannot expect help neither from the Slavic East 
nor from the societies of the tired Western nations. Only one path remains – the path 
leading to ourselves […] In its essence, the Bulgarian spirit is pagan and in this sense it 
is a synthesis of the Western and Slavic principles, of law and anarchy, of knowledge and 
intuition. Therefore, it cannot be reduced to any category of historical and philosophical 
thinking – neither of the Germanic or the northern Gothic culture, nor of the culture of 
the Romans and the classical mentality. It is something more than those two, because it 
contains them in a bud that will sooner or later open and bear fruit. All the strength of 
our Revival is hidden in this great synthesis” [Янев 1994: 341].
 6 See pp. 57–58.
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evaluation of Bogomilism’s impact on the Bulgarians is similarly ambiv
alent. Like Naiden Sheytanov, he thinks in terms of “tribal” identities: he 
emphasises the longlasting positive influence of Bogomil “free thought” 
on the Bulgarian “tribe,” including its principled rejection of all dogma. 
Thus, to Obretenov (who is apparently fascinated by Sheytanov’s idea) 
the future holy scriptures of the Bulgarian nation should not include 
the Bible, but rather folklore (as the source of moral teachings) and Бъл-
гарски апокрифен летопис (as the source of national mythology).7

This exercise in national mythmaking is an attempt, as transparent 
as it is desperate, to find a way of unlocking not so much the nation’s past 
as its future: an attempt to integrate the nation on the basis of the only 
certain value, namely “heretical thinking.” For this purpose Obretenov 
undertakes to reappraise the Bulgarian tradition, and calls for a wholesale 
rejection of the nation’s past. The fanatical determination which marks his 
stance on history and the nation is indented to illustrate the intellectual 
courage and ethical integrity of the freethinker.

And so, for instance, his attempt to debunk the idealised picture 
of his own nation involves a savage attack on the Bulgarian flaws and 
shortcomings in the chapter Aпокалипсис. He castigates the Bulgarian 
“national nihilism” in all its disguises – the betrayal of the best sons of 
the nation, known as the Apostles since the revival period; the death of 
words; the servility and sycophancy of the eternal slaves, descendants 
of Abel; the betrayal of the agricultural tradition, the greedy pursuit of 
money, and the betrayal of spiritual values in favour of biological survival. 
In doing so, Obretenov’s criticisms hark back to the revivalist tradition 
of Bulgarian selfflagellation.8

Although the disease of the Bulgarian soul is to some extent conditioned 
by the long centuries of foreign rule, to Obretenov the starting point of 
the “Apocalypse” coincided with the lost Balkan war of 1913. In common 

 7 This text, composed during the period of Byzantine rule (1018–1287) and having 
minimal documentary value, is a compilation of apocrypha, legends and chronicles to 
portray an idealised picture of a Bulgarian future as a land of peace and plenty; see Бъл-
гарски апокрифен летопис 1981.
 8 This chapter brings to mind the revivalist tradition of lamentations about the moral 
bankruptcy of the Bulgarian nation, which is indifferent to the fate of its country. How
ever, when the Bulgarian priest Neofit Bozveli wrote his dialogues (modelled on Serbian 
examples), including his best known Мати България, his writings were securely anchored 
in the Christian moral code. Filled with pathos and ornate phrasing, the words of the suf
fering Mother(land) in Bozveli’s writings were intended to move Bulgarian hearts and to 
encourage them to work for the country with God, and not (as is the case with Obretenov) 
against God.
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with Vazov (in his chauvinistic period),9 Obretenov regards this national 
catastrophe as the root cause of Bulgarian moral decay [Обретенов 1997: 17].

In the Communist period, this decay spread in a very dangerous 
manner. Obretenov illustrates this vanishing of the ethical instinct in 
the Bulgarian population in a tone informed by the apocalyptic fears of 
the late twentieth century:

Everything around us is screaming that the hour of truth is coming. The earth has 
dried up and killed the seed inside. The rivers are drowning in poison. The cities 
are breathing without lungs. The cattle are dying. The women have locked their 
wombs. Babies are crying in dustbins. Drugs are flowing in children’s veins. 
The tribe’s daughters have become a living export commodity. Life, love and 
death are money. Money is life, love and death. Foreigners take possession of 
the bodies, hearts and minds of Bulgarians. The language is becoming anaemic. 
The memory is getting lost. The poets are dying of alcohol and hunger, or they 
become traders. The priests are pulling out their beards. And a brother is again 
killing his brother for a bowl of lentil stew [Обретенов 1997: 16].

This period of chaos, described in terms tailored to the expectations 
of consumers of mass culture [Eco 2015], comes before an anticipated 
national revival. Obretenov’s ideas have all the characteristics of com
pensatory mythmaking. This is a scheme deeply rooted in the Bulgarian 
conservative tradition: forsaken by God and abandoned by the world, 
the nation must find revival by reanimating the patriarchal tradition. 
Waiting to be discovered deep within the treasure trove of the nation’s 
ethical character are such hidden gems as tenacity and perseverance, 
a skeptical attitude towards ideology and religion, intellectual inde
pendence, industriousness, readiness to share, love of learning, and 
patriarchal family relationships. Given the isolation of the Bulgarians, 
the only hope for the future lies in a return to the sources – a revival of 
the Bulgarian golden age. By discarding the negative heritage of the past 
and the limitations of modernity, the Bulgarians can find rich deposits of 
highest moral values and discover their inner homo ethicus.

Similar ideas were developed by Toncho Zhechev;10 in the interwar 
period they gained great popularity in expressionist literature and among 

 9 Meaning Vazov’s poetry written after Bulgaria’s defeat in the Second Balkan War 
and after World War I.
 10 “The Christian coating on our ageold pagan barbarism, which was thin to begin with, 
has suffered a terrible blow […] The traditional structures that supported our society and 
nation got demolished, without any more efficient and better ones being constructed in 
their place. Everything from head to foot was nationalised. […] The more features from our 
patriarchal tradition the model for our future gathers on a contemporary basis, the more 
attractive, vital, enduring, original it will be” [Жечев 1995: 64].
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the socalled “September poets.”11 Reflection on the national character 
and the philosophy of Bulgarian history in that period recognisably echoes 
elements of modernist thought [DąbekWirgowa 1973: 61] and Vazov’s 
traditionalism. Regardless of artistic approach or ideological stripe, 
Bulgarian writers agreed on one thing: the strength of the patriarchal 
tradition was unquestioned and inviolable:

On the road of the widespread regression, against what firm support can we 
steady ourselves, from what point can our development start anew? We do 
not have a living historical tradition, nor enough scientific or technical means 
to quickly adapt to a new historical reality; […] The only reliable mainstay to 
which our nation has always resorted whenever the living conditions have 
threatened its existence is our way of life. The way of life and then the land. 
We have no refuge that is more enduring, more conservative, and therefore 
more secure. […] Of course, this return to the traditional way of life should 
not amount to any kind of barbarisation of the nation, or the loss of that 
level of national and historical awareness to which we have come, especially 
after the efforts and disasters of the wars [Казанджиев 1932: 36–37].

With the hindsight provided by the experience of Communism, today 
this voice of reason coming from the prewar period sounds both refresh
ing and anachronistic. We have found ourselves at the receiving end of not 
just artistic fascinations with the barbarians [Sujecka 1996: 58–82], but 
an actual attempt to create a reallife communist utopia. The memory of 
the wrongs and grievances caused by Communist “culturemaking” in 
the not so distant past clouds our memory of that system’s cultural activ
ity, which was genuine despite the fact that it was parasitically feeding on 
the human desire for peace and prosperity. Illogical as this might appear, 
the utopian faith in a paradise on earth (seeded by Communism, but ulti
mately inspired by the Enlightenment) retains its hold on the imagination. 
This is apparent in the current revival of the mirages of harmonious, happy 
manmade worlds. This makes it easy to surrender to the temptation of 
imitatio Dei and claim the status of a chosen redeemer (selfappointed or 
made by others, as was the case with Robespierre and Napoleon).

Unable to do without myth, each new period deludes itself that history 
and myth can overlap, and returns to the archetypal image of Hero – God – 
Savior – Man who can change the world. In southern Slav cultures, the myth 
of the Slavic saviour of Europe (the Balkan Barbarogenius, a figure guided 
by primeval spontaneity, who can bring moral renewal to the degener
ate, rationalistic Europe) attained a special position in Serbian culture 

 11 This term referred to a generation of avantgarde writers involved in the political 
events of 1923. Those ideas in the interwar period were studied by Jolanta Sujecka [1996].
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[Константиновић 1969]. In Bulgarian culture this myth never crystallised 
into a comparably distinct form, even though echoes of messianic thinking 
projected onto the Bulgarian past are discernible in the mythological con
structs of Georgi S. Rakovski and Pencho Slaveikov, in the poetry of the inter
war left or – in later years – in the various interpretations of the Bulgarian 
medieval heritage and its place within European culture.12 At bottom, this 
offer of selfredemption is ultimately magical: it is a vision where God, man 
and the creation are all treated as a beam of energies and forces obedient 
to our magic spells. Despite the comprehensive failure of Communism, 
we still see an idolatrous approach to politics predicated on the hope that 
a new Prometheus will emerge and provide mankind with instruments of 
redemption – even if done in defiance of the gods, at the cost of damaging 
the sphere of the sacred.

Obretenov implores:

Let’s slough off the skin of fear and reflex servility, betrayal, inferiority com
plexes, timidity and hunger instincts. Then we will see our only saviour – he 
has eight million faces and eight million names. […] This ancient blood of ours 
has everything we need. We just have to learn to listen to its voice again. 
It will lead us to redemption. Christ can get some rest [Обретенов 1997: 41].

Obretenov inherits the eschatological outlook of Communism, however his 
vision is a reductio ad absurdum. Communism as a quasireligious movement 
(i.e. an ideological expression of the need for genuine redemption) promised 
to redeem the world in a way that was not unlike the various forms of Slavic 
messianism discussed before. By way of contrast, Obretenov’s Bulgarian 
Messiah has no sense of a larger mission: he poses no threat to anyone, and 
nobody needs his suffering, he’s a Messiah who redeems no one but himself. 
His mission is merely to survive. This turns him into an empty rhetorical trope 
based on typological abuse. Denuded of its Promethean and Christological 
garb, Obretenov’s quasimessianism boils down to a deification of the sim
ple man, and a philosophy of biological survival characteristic of peasant 
culture, with the new barbarian as a future incarnation of the simple man.

In the chapter 2013 (a date that marks the centenary of the lost Second 
Balkan War), Obretenov outlines a prophetic vision of the future of the Bulgar
ian nation as it achieves maturity after a hundred years of spiritual purgatory:

Bulgaria would be saved only if the men of 2013 decide to give themselves 
to her, to give her their Selves – different, unknown, unattainable to us. They 
will be wild and strong as the first humans, and out of themselves they will 

 12 Among other things, this found expression in the famous speech by Georgi Dimitrov 
during the trial that followed the Reichstag fire (1933).
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be able to create a Bulgaria in their likeness: without roots, without a god, 
but with strong legs and strong arms, a straight spine and a rebellious head. 
Without dreams, but with a real way of life. Without a sense of grandeur, 
but with a barn that is filling up little by little. Without flights of imagina
tion, but with the freedom to act. Without friends and enemies, but equally 
respected by both, friends and enemies.

This country will belong to those who have won, cultivated, and worked 
out their right and dignity to say: “I am” – alone, naked, fierce and strong. 
[…] Nobody will bother the Bulgarian god [Обретенов 1997: 78–79].

Obretenov’s vision of a happy future is based on the assumption that 
the historical man must be destroyed in order for the Bulgarian paradise 
to come true. The idea of a return to the sources is not a reference to 
actual roots, but rather a jettisoning of any religious outlook:

Neither the baptised, nor the circumcised will be master of the one hundred 
and eleven thousand square kilometres, only bread. Bread will be the Spirit, 
the Religion, the Language [Обретенов 1997: 83].

Freed from the burdens of history and culture, reconciled to the com
mands of reason, loyal to the tribal ties of blood, and living in harmony with 
nature, the future man will embrace a great heresy – a religion of prosperity 
portrayed by Obretenov as a utopian future. At bottom, this attempt to get 
away from nihilism by fashioning it into a positive program of renewal is 
an imitative, epigone attempt at reembracing the grand narrative, with 
the nation positioned as its axiological centre. Like its predecessors, this 
postEnlightenment vision of a better world draws on the Christian tradition, 
but it also inverts it. By making man and human needs the measure of all 
things, it robs mankind of the element of the sacred, leaving mankind just 
as exposed to the existential terror of the ineffable world as it ever was.

A New Age Version of the Peregrinations 
of The Secret Book in Europe
It appears that Странният рицар на свещената книга (The Strange Knight 
of the Holy Book), a historical novel by Anton Donchev [Дончев 2000],13 is 
one attempt to ease and remove this existential tension. It communicates 
a pacified vision of the world which, though often incomprehensible to 
the human mind, is nonetheless governed by a transcendental order.

 13 In 2001, the novel won the Balkanica, an international book award. By the end of 
2004, it had been translated and published in eleven countries, see Трендафилов 2004.
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Although Donchev is famously adventurous as an explorer of new 
ground in his historical fiction, a thread of ideological continuity appears 
to be running though his books, and certain aspects of his earlier work 
provide insight into the meaning of The Strange Knight. As mentioned 
above, Donchev had written a biography of Nikolai Roerich, Николай 
Рьорих. Ярило слънчицето и бога Агни (Nikolai Roerich. Yarilo the Sun 
and God Agni [Дончев 1979])14 during the tenure of Lyudmila Zhivkova 
as the minister of culture, possibly on commission. The biography was 
popularised at the time of Zhivkova’s attempts to incorporate the Living 
Ethics into the fabric of Bulgarian society.

His historical novel Странният рицар на свещената книга came 
out at a time marked by a postmodern weariness with ideology; though 
written in a different historical context, it reaffirms the effectiveness 
of Donchev’s earlier techniques of persuasion. In this case, he uses 
historical fiction to communicate modern ideological dilemmas using 
the conventions of a popular historical novel with fantasy elements. In 
the specific Bulgarian cultural context, the problems tackled in the book 
(the connections between medieval Bogomils and Cathars as a pretext 
for, and vehicle of, veiled neognostic discourse) are wellestablished 
in Bulgarian historical memory. NeoManichean gnosis continues to 
function as a cultural lieu de memoire, but it also becomes a new form of 
mythmaking in Donchev’s fiction.

In the novel, Donchev sticks to known historical facts about 
the Bogomil movement, which serve as a background for a story of 
adventure in which The Secret Book of the Bogomils is removed from 
Veliko Tarnovo to Provence. This is a thesis novel told from a firstperson 
perspective, a narrative device Donchev used with success in his 1960s 
historical novel Време разделно (Time to Choose [Дончев 1964]), where 
he used subjective narrative to create an apparently objective portrayal 
of the world.15

In his most recent novel Donchev uses a similar formal device. His 
narrator is a fictional character. A French knight and former crusader 

 14 The book was published by “Народна младеж,” the publishing house of the Central 
Committee of the Dimitrov Komsomol Union of Youth. It had a second edition in 2002, 
published by “Zachari Stoianov.” In 1989, it was also published in the volume Девет лица 
на човека [Дончев 1989] as Хуманиста. Николай Рьорих, 1874–1947 година.
 15 In that book, the account of Bulgarian martyrdom in a wave of forcible conversions 
to Islam at Turkish hands is offered by an impartial man of the West, and therefore 
attains the status of objective historical truth; even though the novel (excellent as it was) 
in the event served the interests of the antiTurkish phobias of the Zhivkov period, possibly 
against the author’s wishes.
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involved in the Albigensian Crusade, he is by definition an enemy of heretics. 
Sent by the pope on a mission to bring The Secret Book of the Bogomils to 
Rome, he experiences a sudden and surprising change of heart. He defects 
to the Cathars, doomed to be the losing side. This is an updated variant 
of the classic trope in a thesis novel, where an enemy joins the cause he 
used to persecute, going all the way back to the conversion of St. Paul.

The next fifteen chapters contain the hero’s death row confession, 
composed over a fifteenday wait for his execution in Montségur, the last 
Cathar fortress, as we witness the protagonist’s transformation as he 
willingly embraces martyrdom. This process is illustrated through sym
bols and narrative events. Those two levels of the novel (one retaining 
the relationships of causality typical of pragmatic, common sense moti
vations; the other relating to the nonrational laws of the transcendental 
world) complement and illustrate each other. The reader is free to choose 
between those possible modes of interpretation [Głowiński 1977] as 
the multilayered message of the novel admits various interpretive norms.

As entertainment, the novel is a cracking, actionpacked adventure 
story that can be read for pure enjoyment. We get swept along its rapid 
turning points and reversals of fortune as we admire the superman 
hero who sides with the weak and the oppressed, and we root for him in 
the romance subplot. In the mimetic mode, we pay attention to historical 
accuracy and realworld facts and their reflection in popular thinking. 
In this respect, too, the novel offers a satisfying reading experience, 
with meticulous descriptions of historical detail and close attention to 
historical sources.

At the same time, the dichotomies portrayed in the novel reveal 
the book’s antiCatholic and (to a lesser extent) antiOrthodox tenor. 
No positive characters side with the papacy, and the chief persecutor 
of the Bogomils, a pathologically driven Dominican friar obsessed by 
sinful passion, comes across as a figure of pure evil. The actions of 
the Dominican friar and his henchmen illustrate the fundamental tenet 
of the dualist Bogomil doctrine, which regards the institutional church 
as a domain of evil. Confronted with the gruesome tortures inflicted on 
suspected heretics, and the treacheries and cruelties of the authorities, 
the hero comes to acknowledge the validity of the Manichaean notion of 
the demonic nature of the world. However, he does not simply embrace 
any prepackaged interpretive formula. Although his worldview changes 
under the obvious influence of the Bogomils, he remains an outsider 
almost until the end of his life. The knight’s delight with the world’s 
physical beauty and his appreciation for the spiritual beauty of the “true 
Christians” (highlighted in the text through props and attributes that 
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accompany the Bogomil characters, such as crystals, white doves or 
the colour white – all symbols of spiritual perfection and divinity) ini
tially make it impossible for the knight to accept the Bogomil teachings 
as a rational proposition. Almost right until the end he preserves his 
autonomous status of an outsider, which brings to mind the ambiguous 
and fluid identity of the postmodern man.

In this sense we are touching on an essential aspect of Donchev’s 
message – the motivation of Henri vel Boyan of Zemen. Some of his motives 
are commonsensical and understandable: the hurt ambition of a knight, 
who wants to get the better of the devious Dominican in their rivalry 
to accomplish the mission given by the pope; his erotic fascination with 
a woman; his fascination with the rivalry itself as a kind of game. However, 
the snatches of the hero’s selfreflection presented in the narrative give 
us with a glimpse of his realisation that he is becoming a mystery to him
self, unable to understand what he regards as alien desires increasingly 
flooding his mind. The paradigm of a split personality fails to provide 
a commonsense resolution. Henri is not insane: in the novel, his process 
of change begins after meeting a condemned man, an Albigensian named 
Boyan of Zemen.16

Boyan of Zemen looked at me and saw me.
His face changed. It looked harassed, but there were no wounds or 

blood on it, and the red glow of the embers gave it a strange strength and 
vitality. He saw me and recognised me. Or he was astonished, as if he saw 
himself? I don’t know. The expression on his face and in those eyes, I have’t 
been able to decipher it for thirty years. […] God, sometimes I think he found 
the strength for his selfsacrifice, because he saw me, and he realised that 
I looked like a brother of his – even a twin. Didn’t he decide that he could 
go, because I stayed on – the same as him? And with me, he – or a part of 
him – will live on. If this is so… I really do not know [Дончев 2000: 39–40].

The story expresses the protagonist’s inner gestation, consisting in 
selfimprovement and a growing identification with Bogomilism, through 
spatial symbolism. The hero is moving along the vertical and horizontal 
planes, traveling from the West to the East, all the way to Veliko Tarnovo, 
before going back to Provence. He is accompanied by white messenger 
pigeons symbolising spiritual purity and the presence of the Holy Spirit. 
The birds choose the French knight as the guard of The Secret Book in 
a special ritual held in a Bogomil cave built of salt (!) crystals. This descent 
into the bowels of the earth (and into oneself), related to the ideas of 
spiritual election and predestination, provides another trigger to his 

 16 An allusion to the figure of Boyan the Magus.
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change. However, his journey to spiritual perfection will involve suffering 
and obedience to an inner compulsion to save The Secret Book, a compul
sion which the protagonist himself finds difficult to understand. Henri’s 
solitary trek across snowcapped mountains is a time of purification 
(comparable to the forty days of fasting in the desert), its different stages 
marked by ice caves and bridges leading to “fairytale worlds,” until at 
last he attains ultimate enlightenment:

I realised that we were standing in that temple which was not made by 
human hands, the cave suffused by an unearthly glow, I remembered that 
light born in crystals of ice. This is our human existence  shaking in a circle 
of twilight, while all around us there are limitless spaces filled with light that 
is invisible to us. Yes, indeed the body was a dungeon for the soul. Horrified, 
I felt the urge and desire for death [Дончев 2000: 195].

The experience of enlightenment brings order into Henri’s worldview 
and reconciles him to Manichaean dualism, which rejects the worthless 
earthly life. He also embraces his role as a slave to The Secret Book. 
The key problem of Henri’s identity does not get resolved immediately. 
Until his death he remains torn between two the paradigms: the agnos
tic (Henri) and the gnostic (Boyan), with Boyan of Zemen increasingly 
taking over from Henri. The individual struggle of transformation 
appears to be accompanied by change coming from without, outside 
of the hero’s control:

Boyan of Zemen… I was beginning to doubt whether I had heard the name 
correctly. […] Maybe the man had said “warrior” or even “fighter.” It seemed 
that he had called himself “the warrior from earth.” Doesn’t Adam mean 
created from earth? Wasn’t that name a secret sign the Bogomils used to 
recognise that they belong to the same doctrine? […] No, I will never learn 
the real name of the man who threw himself onto the pyre. But that man 
had existed! And now he only lived in me. […] They asked me:

“Are you Boyan of Zemen?”
I thought for a moment and affirmed:
“Yes, it’s me” [Дончев 2000: 202–204].

The endpoint in this process of conversion, which culminates with his 
embrace of martyrdom at the foot of an Albigensian fortress in Provence, 
is preceded by an incident in which Henri finds a twin brother in a crowd 
of knights. This brother is predesignated to be the next Boyan – a warrior 
and guardian of the books entrusted to him, who will pass the light on 
to his successors. History comes full circle, and gets revealed as a chain 
of incarnations experienced by elect beings, preordained to carry out 
tasks assigned by the supernatural world:
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I am Boyan. […]
I am finishing. I can give these pages to any of the Perfect Ones. They 

will all climb the pyre. And the memories of Yasen, Vlad and Lada will fly 
away with the smoke. If I go on the pyre, I will give them to my brother. I can 
see him.

If you read these lines, know that I have climbed up the pyre at Montségur 
[Дончев 2000: 222].

In other words, the hero regains his true identity the moment he is ready 
for martyrdom. Henri’s physical journey as the Book’s guardian is identical 
to the journey of inner purification and selfdiscovery whereby an individual 
can discover the inner divine spark, here personified by Boyan of Zemen. 
This implies that the historical defeat suffered by the Albigensians and 
the Bogomils is not tantamount to the end of their struggle. The struggle 
continues, carried on by brothers – spiritual twins capable of accepting 
“baptism in the spirit” (symbolically portrayed in the novel by the dove that 
choses Henri as the guardian of The Secret Book), who are key figures in 
the occultist vision of history. Thus, human existence appears to be a form 
of “perpetual backsliding” [Ricoeur 1972: 284], whose point – the same as 
in the Orphic and Bogomil schools – is to release the soul form the carapace 
of matter, and to recognise the divine spark in oneself. To those who have 
seen the light of knowledge (like the novel’s hero, or Roerich in Donchev’s 
earlier writings) – this is work of sacrifice, always culminating in the sac
rificial pyre as a way of resacralising the cosmos.

We infected our executioners. St. Dominic and St. Francis said the same 
things we did. Our example, our lives according to the Gospel made them 
become like us. […] The seed has been thrown into the furrows, brother 
HenriBoyan. […] We will die, but after us the world will not be as before. 
I believe it will be better [Дончев 2000: 216].

In Donchev’s interpretation, the sacrifices embraced by Christ, Henri, 
Roerich, or the Bogomil “perfect ones” are all typologically identical. Each 
serves to expand the imaginary empire of good; each carries the promise 
of the great reform in the world, a dream that goes all the way back to 
Prometheus. Who are the pioneers of that change, described in the novel 
as the Light of Occitan, the best of the Bogomils, Cathars and Albigensians, 
people prepared to die for their doctrine? They are healers, astrologers, 
seers, fortunetellers from the mountain of Orpheus and singers united 
by a longing for good and a conviction that they have found knowledge 
(gnosis) which reveals the principles of selfredemption.

Brought to life in Donchev’s novel, the Bogomil tradition refers 
the reader to a kind of syncretic spirituality where the teachings of priest 
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Bogomil, Orpheus or Christ can in some way be regarded as identical. 
The differences between those paradigms in Bulgarian culture were 
convincingly documented by Anani Stoinev in Свети Иван Рилски, 
официалното християнство и богомилството (St. Ivan of Rila, Official 
Christianity and Bogomilism [Стойнев 1991]). Nonetheless, the mechanisms 
of commonsense popular thinking, based as they are on the principle 
of bricolage, inevitably lead to false tautologies, and reader interpreta
tions are structurally preconditioned by the period’s cultural mentality, 
ambiguous premises and the historical setting, all of which combine to 
open up a range of possible textual decodings. Donchev’s biography of 
Roerich and his novel Странният рицар на свещената книга are clearly 
targeted at readers who are especially qualified to decipher the author’s 
cultural codes. It appears that this kind of consolidation of an alternative 
portrayal of the Bogomils in the Bulgarian tradition – not as a heresy, but 
as a pure and reformed Christianity (a portrayal which Donchev updates 
for the modern times) may still play a key role today, in the context of 
the syncretic spirituality of the New Age era. The tradition of the Bulgarian 
national culture provides plenty of local arguments in favour of an easy 
identification with the ideological positions of the New Age.

As a kind of neoideology with unprecedented means of persuasion – 
but also an amorphous body of views that refuses to obey the rules of 
rational discourse – New Age thinking has provoked a series of ideological 
debates. One thing appears to be beyond doubt – New Age ideas satisfy 
several different kinds of human needs, including existential, cultural, 
and ideological ones (the latter in particular becoming increasingly 
pronounced in the postmodern period). Combining astrohistory with 
pantheism and a holistic concept of the universe characteristic of the eso
teric tradition, New Age thinking is a consistent but flexible ideological 
system. This syncretism, which makes it easy to assimilate new content 
(often sanitising it of all local cultural meaning in the process) define 
New Age ideology as special tools in the processes of globalisation and 
its corollary, i.e. cultural unification.

In his critique of the New Age, the French philosopher and historian 
of ideas Michel Lacroix detects hidden totalitarian ambitions lurking in 
the movement’s philosophy. It is a holistic concept where people are treated 
as elements of a transpersonal organism, leaving no room for individuals. 
In this sense, the New Age movement does not recognise free thought, but 
rather favours thinking exploited as a tool for practical ends, or even “non
thought,” an attitude practiced by docile followers of enlightened gurus 
[Lacroix 1999: 93]. In this sense, by negating the ideal of the freethinker 
and replacing it with the concept of man as a predetermined being governed 
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primarily by mechanisms of astrohistory, the New Age outlook clashes 
with the traditional Western worldview that is marked by individualism 
and a sense of the tragic dimension of individual existence. The antiCar
tesian and veiled antiChristian characteristics of the New Age movement 
match the pseudoorientalisation of Western culture, which assimilates 
Eastern spiritual practices in a deracinated form, tailored to the demands of 
the consumerist West. Paradoxically, even though the New Age movement 
was originally a countercultural product [Jawłowska 1999: 51] engendered 
by a sense of rebellion against the consumerist society, it has turned into 
a mass provider of spiritual goods, such as wellbeing techniques that offer 
selfredemption in the here and now [Dorosz 1989b: 203].

Donchev, who tends to keep his distance from the strident tones of 
modern debate, invariably pays homage to his understanding of what 
he calls “humanist spirituality,” serving as a disguise for his neognostic 
explorations, hidden from the eyes of the uninitiated beneath a series of 
rapidly fossilising symbols. The text under discussion here, which super
ficially appears to be a straightforward apology of liberty, kindness, and 
beauty, is actually close to the New Age spirituality that depersonalises 
the individual even as it demonstrates the desperate longing for meaning 
in modern life.

PostModern Doubt About the Axiological Centre?
Positioned at the antipodes of Donchev’s educational and ludic vision of 
the world is Поп Богомил и съвършенството на страха (Priest Bogomil 
and the Perfection of Fear), a book by Vladimir Zarev [Зарев 1998],17 one 
of the most vocal literary reinventions of the gnostic Bogomil tradition in 
that decade. The book seeks to explore the nature of the forgotten Bogomil 
paradigm, which is in its turn related to the question of the conditio bul-
garica, the system of values that shaped its moral horizon [Taylor 1989: 
27–29]: the precondition of individual integrity and a defining element in 
collective identity. Although this is a question that for obvious reasons can 
never be fully answered to everyone’s satisfaction, this kind of exercise 
nonetheless invites a range of speculations. It also dovetails with a popular 
trend in French scholarly reflection on the Cathar movement taking place 
over the recent decades, where attempts have been made to reinterpret 
the gnostic tradition and its place in the history of European mentality 

 17 In 1998, the book won a special prize in the nationwide literary competition “Раз
витие”; see Трендафилов 2004.
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[see, e.g., Duvernoy 1976]. In this context it appears that Vladimir Zarev’s 
idea was to add his voice to a broader international debate, and in doing 
so to move beyond the narrow confines of a small local culture that at one 
point in its history happened to succumb to the lure of Manichaeanism.

The hero in Zarev’s novel is Priest Bogomil, the founder of the gnostic 
movement and one of the most enigmatic figures in Bulgarian history. As 
mentioned before, historical evidence about Bogomil is scant: we know 
his name, his place of origin, and the area where he was active; if we give 
credence to some of the folk legends, we also know his place of burial. In 
this case, the historian’s dearth of material is the writer’s carte blanche: 
this lack of historical evidence has proved liberating to romancers, who 
have found virtually limitless possibilities, encouraged by the popular 
opinion that the heresiarch was one of those eminent Bulgarians whose 
impact on the course of history simply cannot be overstated.18 Faced with 
the mystery of a myth created by a whim of collective imagination, Zarev 
engages in a painstaking attempt to deconstruct the roots of the myth, 
and reveals a series of pseudomyths of his own to illustrate the hypo
thetical mechanisms that may have shaped those fictions in the past.

The book has four parts, each called a “Life” of Priest Bogomil (Житие 
на поп Богомил, записано от… – The Life of Priest Bogomil, Written 
Down by…). The different Lives are narrated at different periods and by 
different authors (прокаженият Стан / Stan the Leper, безпаметния 
Матей / Matey With No Memory, монах Григорий, възвърнал светското 
си име Емилиян / Grigori the Monk, who went back to his secular name 
of Emilian, Никола с Конкорецо / Nikola of Concorezzo19). Although 
the book’s format alludes to the genre of lives of saints, it does not follow 
the medieval hagiographic model. There is nothing medieval about this 
series of firstperson narratives coming from fullblooded characters 
who were eyewitnesses to, and participants in, the events of the novel. 
Nor does Bogomil conform to the constraints of the Christological model: 
his characterisation can be interpreted more productively in terms of 
the gnostic archetype, with Simon the Magus as its most representative 
hypostasis [Quispel 1951: 51–70].20

Zarev takes the familiar myth of a magus accompanied by a prostitute, 
a notable trope in literary history (including Bulgarian literature), and 

 18 A dictionary of the 100 most influential figures in Bulgarian history published in 
1997 in Sofia ranks Bogomil highly at no. 17; see Пантев, Гаврилов 1997: 65–67.
 19 Studies of medieval heresies identify Concorezzo as the place of activity of the Bul
garian Bogomil bishop Nazarius, who removed the Secret Book to the West.
 20 See also pp. 85–97.
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uses it as the basis for his mythmaking exercises, creating his charac
ters according to the rules of the gnostic paradigm. As interpreted by 
the writer, Priest Bogomil and his companion, the mute virgin/prostitute 
Maria appear to be new incarnations of Simon the Magus and Helen.

The book’s first three narratives are confessional accounts of events 
in 957, claimed to be the year of Bogomil’s death (the actual date in unknown 
to historians). The story includes fictional events that have some basis 
in folk legend, connecting the activities of Priest Bogomil with the area 
of Lovech and the village of Gorno Pavlikeni [see Ангелов 1969: 151]. 
According to those legends, Priest Bogomil was murdered by his oppo
nents and buried in Kamenishte. In constructing an updated variant of this 
folk tradition, Zarev follows Umberto Eco’s successful example of using 
the crime novel genre for a series of standalone units, each of which 
works independently within the rules of the genre. Each narrative iden
tifies Bogomil’s murderer as a different person, and the narrative chains 
of causality are continually rewritten as the psychological profiles of 
the victim and his murderer slowly emerge. In each story the narrative of 
Bogomil’s life and death illustrates the mythmaking dynamics that apply 
to charismatic individuals, often unintentionally. The closing narrative, 
claimed to be the work of a monk named Nikola of Concorezzo written 
in 1327,21 stands apart from the other three. It tells the story of the monk’s 
search for three “ancient lives” of Priest Bogomil in the forbidding maze 
of a monastic library in the southern Alps. As the young monk risks death 
to learn the monastery’s secrets, he gradually discovers his own spiritual 
identity as a descendant of the Cathars. This final “life,” an ironic paraphrase 
of Eco’s The Name of the Rose, plays a special role in the text as it updates 
the discourse by introducing a postmodern context.

The first three mininovels (one is almost tempted to describe them 
as “small narratives”) form a series of portrayals of Priest Bogomil’s life 
and provide insights into gnostic system. Each of the narrators is a first
hand witness of the events and a close associate of the heresiarch. They 
are all united in their ambition to make a testimony by writing the one 
reliable account of the life of Priest Bogomil, who claimed to be an incar
nation of Christ. All of the stories relate a roughly similar interpretation 
of the Master’s teachings. Believing that the material world is the work of 
Satan, and the human body a prison of the soul, Bogomil teaches a doc
trine of contempt for the world, regarding death as a liberation in which 
the soul can return to its original source, the true transcendent Good. 

 21 The date is significant as an intertextual reference to the events in Umberto Eco’s 
The Name of the Rose [Eco 1983].
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People need to reject fear of death and all attachment to earthly life, 
including procreation and sexuality. Instead, they need to remain passive 
and observe strict ascetic practices – the only way to create an effective 
barrier to the temptations of Satan, who rules over human instincts. 
The road to selfsalvation consists in choosing not to resist the evil that 
comes from without. In Bogomil’s interpretation, any form of activity in 
life (including good deeds) ultimately serves Satan’s interests:

Whatever we do in this world, even if it is good, we only multiply the maj
esty of Evil, we allow evil to adjust and improve. […] Satan tempts us with 
the kindliness of beauty in the same way that he tempts us with the glitter 
of gold and riches. Beauty and kindliness are lies, because they can never 
be truly eternal. Since they are related to matter and come from it, they are 
no different from the ugliness and hatred towards the soul. Beauty contains 
the refulgence of Satan, his ability to enslave us. But power over beauty 
is also of the devil, and leads us to the Gehenna of fire [Зарев 1998: 44].

Any effort to repair the sinful world, to make it more reasonable and just, is 
also an effort and an idea of   Satan […] Therefore, do not oppose evil, merely 
understand it. If you fight against evil, you only increase and improve it. 
[…] Satan is power, God is meaning. He gives meaning to Evil, it is only 
with the help of Evil that He moves the universe, transforms it and makes 
it exist… thus He achieves Good, order, harmony and the thoroughness of 
His truth [Зарев 1998: 65].

This categorical reversal of Christ’s rule that one should not be 
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good, which amounts to ques
tioning the very difference between good and evil in this world, intro
duces a peculiar modification to the moral horizon of Bogomil gnostics. 
By removing the JudaeoChristian sense of guilt and responsibility for 
one’s decisions (since those are preordained in Satan’s scheme to rule 
the world), this worldview relieves the Bogomils from any obligation 
of moral perfection. In a world engulfed by a cosmic struggle between 
“the inert Good” and the “creative Evil,” all values become relative and 
the humans (enmeshed as they are in the material world) are fated to do 
evil since their obsessive fear of death pushes them to embrace various 
forms of individual activity, which are tantamount to sin.

Satan is your past and the ultimate future, he makes you dependent on your 
difference and your desires, he is complexity [Зарев 1998: 177].

In Zarev’s interpretation, Priest Bogomil’s anthropology defines people 
as being determined by the satanic instinct of survival, which produces 
the desire of individual success. Although he praises death, Bogomil 
does not recommend suicide as a form of liberation from the shackles of 
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matter. Instead, his doctrine recommends giving up one’s life through 
extreme passivity, a kind of shrinking existence. This is diametrically 
opposed to the attitude valued in the JudaeoChristian tradition, which 
treats existential anxiety as an ontological quality that cannot be elim
inated, but “must be taken into the courage to be” [Tillich 2000: 77]. 
Zarev’s interpretation of the Bogomil concept of spiritual life appears 
to highlight the therapeutic functions of gnosis, which come across as 
a failed attempt to tame existential terror, producing a neurotic contempt 
for life and persons.

The fictional writers of Bogomil’s lives in the novel are well aware 
of satanic taint that marks them. Zarev gives them a symbolic meaning. 
Stan the Leper, marked by a physical stigma of shameful knowledge, per
sonifies death and sin. Matey with No Memory is a man without qualities, 
disintegrating inside, his moral choices flexibly adapting themselves to 
other people’s expectations. Finally, Grigori, the monk who went back 
to his secular name of Emilian, is a lustful satyr wearing a monk’s habit: 
living his life in denial, blind to truth about himself. The narrators share 
a common past: each is an apostate who once served the Church; each got 
lured by Bogomil neoManichaeism, and each is now filled with doubt and 
betrayal, prepared to convert again. This attitude in Zarev’s novel takes 
the peculiar form of creative betrayal: each of the three writers regards his 
work as an act of betrayal of the reality he is attempting to commemorate. 
This has to do with the way the creative process itself is treated as a sinful 
imitation of God, tainted by the demonic stigma of individualism:

I know already that the written word was given to us in order to overcome 
the fear of death, and to live on here on earth. My teacher’s insight is true. 
While I was well […] I strove for somebody else’s words, the whisper of 
knowledge confused me and attracted me. As soon as I felt the plague […], 
the satanic desire to write swelled up in me […], to merge into a stream of 
words […], in order to attain immortality […]. This temptation fills me with 
happiness every day, with an almost physical pleasure and, and when I rule 
over death and the past, I compare myself to my teacher, I turn myself into 
his fate and continuation […]. I am also asking myself whether I will save 
or betray my Benefactor, whether I will exalt him with words, or kill him; 
are my words light, or are they stones cast at His cross? [Зарев 1998: 68].

What is the word? When I was reflecting on the life of my Teacher, I believed 
that I was retaining His teaching in my memory, that if one cannot injure or 
kill with words, they are light. Now I know that written word is primarily 
power. By storing things forever, it organises life, thus ruling over what is 
accomplished, and what is forgotten, and what has not begun […]. I already 
know – life cannot survive without words. And words contain the power 
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of God and the power of Satan, because they are always written down by 
both [Зарев 1998: 148–149].

The written word is Reason. It is more than a sin; being filled of deceit, it is 
a sin within a sin, because in it I create and record a life […]. Comparing in 
my origination with God, I get closer to Satan and serve him. I painfully 
realised that since I began writing this I have been possessed by evil, 
because the written word is our fear of death […]. Didn’t my memory deprive 
the Teacher of freedom and cloaked him with a prison [Зарев 1998: 228]?

The realisation of one’s individuality and the burden of sin and guilt, 
cumulatively produce “selfquestioning” stories: texts that make no 
claim to objectivity. In each case, the subjective truth is a conscious and 
deliberate betrayal of truth.

Zarev’s novel presents a world of misleading appearances, where 
everything is fictional and it is difficult to distinguish between fraud and 
a genuine experience of immersion in supernatural reality – between 
actual miracles and bogus claims or magic tricks. In this fictional world 
there are recurrent and invariant sequences of events which, no matter 
how unrelated to the real world or historical truth, take on the quality 
of a certain intertextual, or perhaps supertextual, truth.

Although those invented “commonplaces” are of varying cultural prov
enance, in combination they tie sequences of meanings into a knot that is 
quite impossible to unravel. The world of the novel is woven together out of 
archetypes and symbols variously appearing in centuriesold gnostic writings 
(the eternal tree, a woman as an embodiment of Sophia, the philosopher’s 
stone, the elixir of life, metempsychosis), mythologems of Bulgarian national 
culture (the rivalry between Bogomil and St. Ivan of Rila22 competing for 
the hearts and souls of the people), biblical tropes, apocrypha (St. George 
leading a woman out of the world of the dead, like Orpheus), folk legend 
(Bogomil’s unnatural death, the stone grave), literary tropes (monastic 
library as a maze – some of the story lines and characters are taken from 
Eco’s The Name of the Rose, the trope of the Odyssey is influenced by Joyce). 
Each of those elements appears in various configurations, depending on 
the outlook of the given narrator, and cumulatively form alternative psy
chological profiles for the teacher of the new gnosis, leaving a distinctive, 
individual mark on every story. Each of those accounts is simultaneously 
an apology for Bogomil, his deification and his debunking. The unflinching 
focus on ugliness and almost pornographically explicit descriptions of 

 22 Known as St. John of Rila in the Roman Catholic countries, where his feast is cele
brated on 31 August; see Zaleski 1989: 511–512.
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the heresiarch’s excesses form a composite image of the Master – portraying 
him as a voluntarist, a hypocrite immersed in the Dionysian element (in Stan 
the Leper’s account); as a completely uninhibited player and a madman 
driven by a murderous frenzy compelling him to kill in the name of cosmic 
order (in the account of Matey, the man with no memory); or as an altruistic 
sage who disowns his own doctrine when he realises its negative impact 
on people (the account of Grigori the Monk). Despite those contradictory 
judgments drowning in a flood of symbols and multiple parallel references, 
the three accounts agree on one thing – Bogomil was a multidimensional 
and ambiguous figure: a nobleminded raisonneur irresistibly drawn to 
debate and rhetoric, a ruthless manipulator who despises the people he 
exploits, a credible intermediary between people and the supernatural 
world, but also an unscrupulous liar and fraud. Bogomil is completely 
uninhibited; an actor in his selfdirected show, he does not hesitate to claim 
to be an emanation of Christ, whom he parodies instead of imitating. His 
Last Supper is a halfformed thing: there is no wine to serve, his entry to 
Preslav/Jerusalem draws no applauding crowds. He leaves his meeting 
with Tsar Peter/Pontius Pilate unscathed because Satan hears his prayer, 
a paraphrase of Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane:

Oh, Satan, who rules the visible world, you are master of our fate here, just as 
God is the master of our soul in eternity, you, almighty and deceitful, a mon
ster in the darkness of our mind, you, who causes everything in everything 
so that you can take it through death, accept me, fiend, grasp me with your 
ravaging love, strain your repulsiveness and listen to my plea…, if possible, 
take this Cup away from me! [Зарев 1998: 33].

All those accumulated qualities identify Zarev’s Bogomil as the arche
typal trickster [Eliade 1978: 275; Davis 1991], a figure typologically 
related to the alchemical figure of Mercury/Hermes, the mythical father 
of gnosis often identified with the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus, rep
resenting a syncretic combination of esoteric knowledge [see, among 
others, Jonas 2001: 41]. He appears in multiple disguises: as an emissary 
of gods and men, artist, magus, merchant or thief; as a guide of souls in 
the mysteries, or as a fraud.23 However, as E. Davis notes, “Hermes’ ban
ditry should not be confused with appropriations based on raw power. 
The information trickster works through cleverness and stealth; he is 
not the mugger or the thug, but the hacker, the spy, the mastermind” 

 23  Hermes was initially venerated in the form of a roadside cairn, once used as a sign
post. Zarev, who aims for a certain literalness of his message, conflates the mythical 
tropes to connect the figure of Bogomil with the appearance of a cairn of stones, an object 
venerated in the novel, which turns out to be the narrator’s destination in the last Life.
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[Davis 1998: 15]. We might also add that he is an expert on people and 
their Shadow (to use a Jungian term), their hidden intentions and ulte
rior motives. Hence Bogomil’s remarkable dexterity in his verbal duels 
against Tsar Peter and the Christian anachorite, St. Ivan of Rila. Although 
the debates are fictional, Zarev constructs a literary interpretation of 
familiar motifs in Bulgarian philosophy of history, notably highlighted 
in P. Mutafchiyev’s essay Priest Bogomil and St. Ivan of Rila as a struggle 
for the hearts and souls fought by two figures who the historian believes 
were equally responsible for the nihilism of the Bulgarians. By presenting 
the world from the gnostic viewpoint, Zarev engages in a polemic with 
the Christian version of sainthood, and daringly debunks a figure revered 
by Bulgarian Orthodox Christians. In the debates, Bogomil turns out to 
be a ruthless and unscrupulous debater who ignores all moral barriers 
as he unrelentingly questions his opponent’s sainthood, dismissing it 
as a delusion planted in Ivan’s mind by Satanael. Bogomil’s derision of 
St. Ivan’s thinking is powerfully persuasive; to him, the efficient debunk
ing power of the language of gnosis is the best proof of the superiority of 
the Manichaean paradigm over the Christian one. This is parallel with 
the experience of reality as documented by Zarev’s narrators, who claim 
to have sensory experiences confirming Ivan’s “demonic” nature, seeing 
him as a figure marked by a physical stigma of inner corruption, looking 
like an illformed homunculus:

He resembled an embryo, shapeless and wise, filled with eternal noncom
pletion, eternal beginning. He had no face, or his face was time. The saint 
was being born before my eyes […] he was crawling out of the womb of 
the day [Зарев 1998: 58].

Elsewhere Ivan is compared to a revolting old man who gets killed, bas
ilisklike, by the sight of his own mirror reflection, a victim of selfknowl
edge:

The wonder worker was so old as to be practically ageless, half of his hair 
had fallen from the scab. […] But his eyes were the most interesting thing, 
crosseyed, set wide apart and devoid of colour, they came over the whole 
world, enveloped it and brought it together in an unknown way. […] He saw 
order and chaos at the same time [Зарев 1998: 128].

Finally, he is portrayed as a warrior with demonic attributes:

A man in a darned cassock was standing in front of the cave; he was barefoot, his 
feet and his fingers had grown callused. His black eyes pierced us, his lustrous 
black hair looked matted, a tarry beard shadowed his face with an expression 
of patience and war. His forehead bore the memory of a severe wound, but his 
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eyes were the most interesting thing; from their darkness there sprang light 
and the light of the sky was transformed into darkness [Зарев 1998: 204].

In spite of this symmetry between the Manichaean interpretation 
of the world and the way the world is experienced by the characters 
in the novel, Bogomil’s sociotechnical skills are not enough to ensure 
the ultimate triumph of his doctrine. The last of those pseudoLives 
shows him capitulating before Satan, personified in the novel by Ivan of 
Rila. Bogomil yields to the blackmail: swayed by Ivan’s persuasion and 
a prophetic dream, and moved by compassion for mankind, he disowns 
his doctrine. He does that in order to save the Bulgarians from the con
sequences of his passivist teachings, which produce submission to evil 
and passivity in the face of the Turkish invasion, which the seer foresees. 
This is the price he has to pay to change the course of history:

That saint of Rila was right, the word I sowed eats away and weakens 
the Bulgarian flesh. Before you, o faithful, and before God, I renounce 
the Word I spoke, I take back all the words into myself. […] Submit to evil and 
to the visible world, remain in the power of Satan and the emperor. Lastly, 
I put you on oath, do not give birth to the word, but instead give birth to 
strength and to healthy children [Зарев 1998: 224].

This reference to a catastrophe centuries away, which the readers 
know to be a historical fact, makes it immediately clear that Bogomil’s 
sacrifice is futile. Because Satan is allpowerful, Bogomil’s attempt will 
not be sufficient to avert the Turkish invasion. Bogomil’s executioners, 
who succeed him, will ignore the Master’s testament, and continue to 
proclaim his doctrine. Paradoxically, their actions add weight to Bogomil’s 
claim that every activity in this world ultimately serves the purposes 
of evil. Once planted, words take on a life of their own, contributing to 
the emergence of a world of chaos and ruined values.

This inconsistency between the doctrine and the images of Priest 
Bogomil as recorded in the different Lives is them noted by Nikola of 
Concorezzo, the narrator of the last part of the book:

The saint was the same, that Bogomil unrecognisable from his words; 
the events recurred, but […] they were contradictory, blurred and odd – 
they destroyed each other. […] Suddenly I realised that this incomparable 
and ineffable saint falling apart in words had never existed, that when he 
existed he left behind faith, the word and the void. Then, in sweet delight 
I realised that I was Bogomil, that I have merely slept for a few centuries, 
and I had to burn time to ashes to wake up [Зарев 1998: 332].

Nikola acknowledges the capitulation of reason in the face of the par
adoxes produced by historical inheritance, and turns towards gnosis 
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instead. Influenced by his mystical experiences, he comes to regard his life 
to date as a kind of sleep. The newly discovered manuscripts are physical 
proof that his choice was right: for him, they become a kind of manual 
for a soul stirring from its slumber. In Zarev’s novel, Nikola exemplifies 
the classic personal paradigm of the gnostic [Jonas 2001: 48–91], but 
even this is thrown into doubt. When he recognises himself as an incar
nation of Bogomil, Nicola comes face to face with the true mystery of 
being. His journey to the Balkans, which is compared to the wanderings 
of Odysseus, is portrayed as a journey towards a newly discovered iden
tity and authentic existence. When he reaches his destination, his choice 
is endorsed by Stan the leper, who is expecting the arrival of Bogomil. 
However, his fear of attaining full knowledge (symbolised by the leper) 
makes Nikola/Bogomil shrink from further initiation; instead, he chooses 
the preexistence of the dormant soul as an agnostic. Paradoxically, this is 
also a return to his original identity as a sceptic, doomed to roam a world 
of an axiological void:

My name was Nikola, Nikola from Concorezzo; I was a Benedictine monk 
[Зарев 1998: 340].

In this instance the myth of Bogomil’s metempsychosis is exploded 
by the ironic undertones in Zarev’s novel. However, the irony is inconsis
tent. It gets corrected by a recurrent trope appearing in each of the Lives, 
an apparently secondary motif: the mute Maria, who accompanies Bogomil 
in each of his incarnations as the eternal Feminine: the Idea, prostitute 
and saint, lover and mother.

Like Bogomil, the mute Maria is seen and portrayed differently in each 
of the Lives, but the differences are mainly a matter of minor details. She 
is stylised as a folk heroine, and what connects those portrayals is the fact 
that the mute Maria’s disability is in each case explained as a product of 
a major trauma that took away her speech and her shadow. In Bulgarian 
folk mythology, both attributes are regarded as necessary components 
of humanity. A person without a shadow belongs to the subterranean 
world, and a person without language is unknowable, alien and therefore 
guided by strange forces.

According to Stan the Leper, the mute Maria was seduced by a mythical 
monster, a winged dragon (called a змей, or zmey, in the Bulgarian folk 
tradition24), who took away his lover’s ability to speak upon leaving so 
she could not reveal their secret. As a token of their union, the dragon left 
a peculiar mark on her body – one of his scales stuck to the girl’s breast, 

 24 The змей is a chthonic, ambivalent creature of Bulgarian mythology.
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endowing her with the mysterious, disquieting aura of an elect person 
[Зарев 1998: 50]. This election is highly ambiguous, partly demonic 
(in Bulgarian folk culture, the zmey belongs to the underworld, associ
ated with death and the afterlife), and partly sacred (the zmey controls 
the waters and can be a a giver of life and bountiful harvests). For this 
reason his appearances are usually accompanied by light, thunder, fire, 
and high wind: powerful and unbridled elements which he controls, and 
which also connect him with the prophet Elijah.

In the folk tradition, to which Zarev makes references in his novel, 
a sexual union between a woman and this kind of powerful chthonic being 
is regarded as a violation of cosmic order [БеновскаСъбкова 1995: 123]. 
Although the union usually takes place against the woman’s wishes, it is 
nonetheless often punished with insanity, a frequent motif in folk litera
ture. The zmey’s demonic passion pushes the woman into depression and 
melancholy, which is often incurable [БеновскаСъбкова 1995: 96–126; 
Л. Богданова, А. Богданова 1972]. In this sense, Zarev’s Maria is styled 
as a folk heroine: a victim of the lust of the zmey, an archaic deity who is 
a mythical protector and a first father. However, the problem of Maria 
in the novel goes even deeper.

Zarev constructs the union between Maria and Bogomil by analogy 
to her union with the zmey. This is an analogy that goes beyond the fact 
the superficial correspondence of a heresiarch to a monster of folk legend. 
Both figures are similarly predetermined by their status as intermediaries 
between the supernatural world and the human world, a fact which is 
reflected in their demonic/human physical appearance. Bogomil, whose 
body is beginning to show symptoms of leprosy, has a halfhuman, halfan
imal appearance; his facial features are setting into a grimace described 
by the narrator as “leonine.” In semiotic terms, this transformation makes 
him similar to the zmey, who can take on a human form, but can also 
combine human and animal characteristics. They also share high levels 
of sexual desire: Bogomil is the only man who can satisfy Maria’s longing 
for her first demonic lover. The heresiarch is the only worthy rival of 
the zmey, capable of meeting the erotic needs of a beautiful girl who, like 
the gnostic Helena, is lustful and possessed by demons. In common with 
gnostic myths, the meaning of Maria’s life and her purpose in Zarev’s novel 
is to carry the light of knowledge and save it from destruction. In each of 
the variant Lives, the mute Maria is portrayed as an immortal being wan
dering through the ages: Bogomil’s eternal lover and mother, who keeps 
returning to the earth in new incarnations. In this context, the mute Maria 
is a vessel of light, the gnostic matrix that carries the precious spiritual 
element through the degrading world of matter.
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In the Life that follows, the mute Maria is portrayed as a victim of 
a building ritual involving the brickingup of a living woman’s shadow 
in the foundations of a new building, a folk practice believed to lend sta
bility and permanence to a structure. Although the ritual seems to be 
a mere symbolic substitution for the woman’s actual life, it has very real 
consequences. By losing her shadow in the magical ritual, a woman would 
forfeit her right to remain in the world of the living, and she would die 
within forty days [Стойнев (ed.) 1994: 351]. Zarev’s novel transforms that 
folk myth, prevalent in the Balkans and frequently adapted in literature. 
The trauma sustained by Maria at the loss of her shadow causes further 
disability – the loss of her speech. This sacrifice, however, is precious to 
the supernatural forces, and it becomes a source of living water:

A year ago, they told me in confidence, a spring25 in the village had run dry, 
the water in the wells became undrinkable, the cattle died in their hundreds. 
They brought a master who built a new spring with his own hands, not even 
a drop was spilled… With his soul he built a second one, and finally […] he 
built a third spring in which he unscrupulously immured the shadow of 
Maria. Only then clean, deep water flowed from the springs. Maria cried and 
became mysteriously dumb, as if water flowed directly from her voice. She 
became more beautiful, filled with allurements, but her heart languished 
for words [Зарев 1998: 87].

In this context, the soul of the mute Maria is sacrificed to water, and 
becomes the spirit of water. There is an ambivalence in the Bulgarian 
folk tradition about supernatural forces connected with water (including 
the zmey, but also demonic samodivas and rusalkas) [Манкова 1989]. On 
the one hand, such spirits are considered malicious, on the other hand 
they may be approached for assistance. In any case, strong caution is 
always recommended in dealings with those beings. Because water is 
susceptible to magical influence, its lifegiving force can easily become 
lethal. In the world portrayed in Zarev’s novel, water plays a special 
role. On the one hand, the motif of water is connected with Maria as 
the source of living water. On the other hand, water is connected with 
an alchemist, a character with the meaningful name of Epitaphius, who 
obtains the secret “living water” – an elixir of immortality – and inad
vertently becomes responsible for priest Bogomil’s death: when given 
to a living being, “living water” becomes “dead water,” causing instant 
death. However, Maria has the last word in this Life: as the “mother of 
the living,” her womb is carrying Bogomil’s unborn child, or, in the occult 
sense, his next incarnation.

 25 In Bulgarian – чешма, a kind of small structure built around a wellspring, a fountain.
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In the third Life, the mute Maria personifies to some extent the motif 
of Demeter/Persephone. Buried alive, she roams the underworld, unable 
to reach either the world the living or the world of the shadows. She 
seeks the help of St. George, a hero of folk songs particularly revered 
in folk Orthodox Christianity in the Balkans,26 were he is venerated 
as a deity of vegetation and a protector of fields and flocks. In folklore, 
he is described as a valiant hero with the power to control the waters 
(hence he is portrayed as the vanquisher of the zmey or lamia – variants 
of the cruel chthonic being abducting virgins). The story in which Maria 
is led out of the world of the dead conflates the myth of Orpheus and 
Eurydice with a medieval legend in which St. George saves a virgin, left 
to be devoured by a dragon. This latter motif, frequently represented in 
Christian iconography, appears in The Life of St George, recognised as 
canonical by the Orthodox Church:

Not far from the place where George was buried, […] a terrible dragon came 
out of the nearby lake. […] The local people did not know how to deal with 
this disaster, and since they were pagans, they asked the idol priests for 
advice. They told them that each family had to give in turn one of their chil
dren to be devoured by the terrible monster. Having no other option, people 
accepted this advice and each day a new victim was brought to the shore 
of the lake. Then there came the turn of the only daughter of the king. 
The girl was brought to the lake and awaited death trembling. Suddenly, 
a bright young man on a white horse appeared. […] But the brave soldier of 
Christ, crossing himself, calling the Holy Trinity for help, threw himself on 
the monster and struck him with his spear. He then told the girl to take off 
her belt, tie the dragon and drag it to the city. And so she did. In the pres
ence of many people the dragon was burned. After that all the inhabitants 
of the town and the surroundings embraced the Christian faith [Свети 
Великомъченик 1991: 208–209].

In the version sanctioned by the Orthodox Church, the liberated 
people accept Christianity – the Godfearing, brave young man receives 
no other reward for defeating the evil power.

In Zarev’v story about a virgin led out of the underworld, the idea of 
reward is woven into Maria’s seductive promises. Although St. George does 
not ignore her pleas, he rejects her advances. He expects from her a different 
kind of sacrifice – she must abandon her desire of becoming the saint’s bride, 
i.e. she must renounce the sins of lust and pride. St. George descends into 

 26 In terms of religious veneration, St. George has no equal in the Balkans. In folklore, 
the figure also combines characteristics of Perun (the Slavic god of thunder), Dionysus, 
and Thracian hero. His victory over the dragon (Lamia) makes him the vanquisher of 
the evil forces of death and chaos; see Стойнев (ed.) 1994: 79–83.
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the underworld like Orpheus, the father of the pregnostics, but unlike his 
mythological predecessor he is free from the constraints Orpheus faced. He 
easily brings the girl back to the world of the living, but her lips are sealed 
as the knowledge she gained in the underworld is only available to the elect:

“Save me, Saint George, […] if you restore the light for me, I will elope and 
become your wife”, she wept, and weeping she lost track of time. There was 
neither day nor night on the Lower Earth; the shadows on the other side were 
not terrible, but rather washed out and patient. Then suddenly the air began 
to see with a wondrous radiant light. Saint George galloped on his raven 
black steed, leaned over her, and from his spear the blood of the dragon was 
dripping. He grabbed her in his mighty hand, sat her on the saddle in front 
of him and said in a stentorian voice: I will have pity on thee, unfortunate, if 
you renounce your folly. I am Saint George the Victorious and I am married 
to my Victory. I do not need neither a beautiful nor an untouched wife, but 
a dragon for a men’s struggle and heroism. I will save you at the Upper Earth 
with your grieving brothers, but because you saw the afterlife and touched 
the secret of the Lower Earth, you will become dumb forever. Remember 
this from me, who knows everything, he must remain silent!” And he moved 
her as in a dream. The virgin Maria woke up, and her grave was dug up and 
cleaned up; she sighed at the sight of the sun and smiled [Зарев 1998: 170].

Back among the living, the mute Maria continues to experience 
lust. She misses St. George (a parallel to her lusting after the zmey in 
the earlier Life), and finds gratification in the arms of Bogomil, whom 
she ultimately comes to regard as a new incarnation of the saint. In this 
variant, The Life of Priest Bogomil Recorded by Grigori the Monk Who 
Went Back to His Secular Name of Emilian, in the Year 957, Maria is styled 
as a prostitute. Her magically incited lust plays an ambivalent role – it 
leaves her degraded and sullied, but it also turns out to be her way of 
accomplishing her eternal historical mission of becoming the matrix for 
Bogomil’s new incarnations: a vessel for the element of light.

The mute Maria’s final incarnation is described in the account by 
Nikola of Concorezzo. In this variant, she evinces unmistakable analogies 
with the peasant girl who seduces Adso in Eco’s The Name of the Rose 
[see Eco 1983: 261–267]:

At his feet there lay a young girl, grubby and dressed in sackcloth. She looked 
dirty, covered in coal dust and wonderfully beautiful. Her face was lit up by 
her blue eyes, filled with such innocence that it hurt. Her thin hands were 
clutching an enormous heart of an ox, as if Remigio had plucked it from 
the beast’s entrails. I recognised her, she was the Dumb Maria from the village 
near the monastery. She covered her knees, made a kind of lowing sound, 
and grew quiet [Зарев 1998: 283].
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Let us take a closer look at the semantic content of the images Zarev 
is constructing by analogy to Manichaean myths. In accordance with 
the principle of association characteristic of mythological thinking, 
Zarev is unafraid to equate things in ways that make little logical sense. 
The events in each story appear to be confirming Maria’s unique position 
in the structure of the novel’s fictional world. Although some details may 
differ, each variant portrays Maria as an ambiguous and multifaceted 
identity that can be interpreted in terms of the theosophy of female 
messianism. In Zarev’s world, however, each of the stories turns out to 
be yet another fictional form – not unlike religion and gnosis, treated as 
a kind of game with rules that make no sense outside of it.

Zarev goes beyond the diagnosis, commonplace by now, that Bulgarian 
culture has split into two incoherent ideological paradigms, leading to 
nothing but fruitless wandering in a world filled with empty signifiers – 
he actually tries to fill that void. The postscript to the Lives, narrated 
by a seventeenth century inquisitor, discusses the fates of the “medieval 
manuscripts” in the intervening years. In the eyes of a Catholic priest, 
the texts are a vector of moral corruption which infects human minds. 
Giordano Bruno – portrayed as an attentive reader of the Lives of Bogomil 
(perhaps even as one of his incarnations), who carries on the heresiarch’s 
intellectual inheritance centuries later – is a good case in point:

[…] the superior of the monastery of St. Dominic sent me these obscene 
and sacrilegious Four Lives of some eastern heresiarch. This thricecursed 
Bogomil has the audacity to claim that the Earth revolves around the Sun, 
and undermines the divine and intact harmony of the motion of celestial 
bodies, described so exquisitely in the Ptolemaic system. When I looked 
through these pathetic life stories, I realised that they had not been for
gotten in the library of the monastery of St. Dominic, that the unfortunate 
Giordano had dug them up and read in his youth, hence he became soured 
and frenetic in his soul [Зарев 1998: 341].

By portraying Bogomil as the inventor of the heliocentric system, 
Zarev invokes the mythologised portrayals of the heresiarch (common
place in Bulgarian tradition) that credit him as a precursor of modern 
science. This pseudoreconstruction of Giordano Bruno’s intellectual 
pedigree serves to bolster the myth of modern Europe’s supposedly 
Bulgarian roots [SzwatGyłybowa 2002: 12–13]. The Bogomil tradition 
is portrayed as a vehicle of enduring ideas, a stimulus behind centuries’ 
worth of European intellectual activity. At the same time the tradition 
is brought into question as an element of the “satanic” strategy of world 
rule, where individuals are merely pawns in a game of chess. Human 
life is unending repetition, with souls aimlessly roaming a world where 
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mutually exclusive ideological systems have obliterated all sense of 
the sacred or any faith of absolute values.

The way Zarev’s novel foregrounds the absurd (with its underpin
nings of tragedy, nonsense and paradox), expresses the civilisational 
confusion and loss of moral horizons. Essential formative components 
of human identity prove unavailable, producing inner conflict in people 
who must choose between ideological worldviews but are not equipped 
to do so. In the process of socialisation, the moral horizon is defined for 
each individual by reference to absolute values, which are more relevant 
to questions of identity than nationality, and

the only measure of that relationship is not the individual identity of that 
which is finite, but rather the compatibility to the absolute, meaning truth. 
[…] [T]he problem of identity basically applies only to accidentals, but not 
to absolutes like truth or good where, if it arises at all, it is a symptom of 
skeptical relativism [Spaemann 1995: 68–69].

Where an inherited cultural tradition lacks an internal structure 
and consistent hierarchy, selfdefinition in reference to lasting values 
becomes impossible. This lack of a consistent overriding truth leads to 
the vicissitudes experienced by Zarev’s characters, similar to the torments 
experienced by the demonpossessed man in the country of the Gerasenes. 
The demons who have dominated his soul withhold their real names. 
When Christ tells them to identify themselves, their answer is evasive, 
“My name is Legion, for we are many” (Mark 5: 9, KJV). The figure of 
the possessed man in that the New Testament story is symbolic of a civili
sation whose people have lost their own identity, and instead they collect 
masks and create successions of selfportraits, none of them authentic 
[Jawłowska 2001: 54; Życiński 2002]. In the world portrayed in Zarev’s 
novel, dominated as it is by relativism and gnostic fatalism, the stake in 
this game is the continually reinvented identity of a skeptic who longs 
for a world of fixed values.

In the Gnostic Hell
Stefan Tsanev’s Mравки и Богове (Ants and Gods [Цанев 2002]), another 
novel associated with the “Bogomil” discourse, is subtitled Хроника на 
ХХ век (A Chronicle of the Twentieth Century), unambiguously revealing 
the author’s intention to join in the international reckoning with the previ
ous century, which saw the collapse of the two largest postEnlightenment 
utopias – the nationstate and Communism as a panaceum for all social 
ills [see Baczko 1997; Kołakowski 1982, 2012b].
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In this major project to reappraise Bulgarian history, Tsanev reaches 
for the literary techniques of magical realism to offer a telescoped vision 
of Bulgarian fate in history, perceived as a history of domination and 
subjection. The novel’s portrayal of the “one hundred years of Bulgarian 
solitude,” tormented by a series of changing twentiethcentury regimes, 
is a quintessence of the local population’s experience of thirteen centu
ries of subjection to oppressive state regimes, always perceived as alien 
and hostile to people. Similar to Yordan Radchikov’s fictional village of 
Cherkaski, the novel’s town of “Smallville” (Maлък градец) is an allegory 
of Bulgaria. The town is not merely a lapidary of national memorabilia 
as they feature in the popular imagination. “Smallville” is primarily 
a mythologised picture of living history, a collective memory of the past 
that continues to shape individual attitudes. Its Thracian graves, its 
RomanByzantine fortress (once Ovid’s prison), the traces of habitation 
from the times of Khan Asparukh, diaries of European travellers from 
the period of Turkish rule, accounts of the violent repression that fol
lowed the retreat of Kutuzov’s army from Bulgaria, and finally the oral 
tradition – all of those lieux de memoire define the identity of the town’s 
inhabitants, who remember their protoBulgarian and aristocratic roots, 
but also realise their current lowly status:

And so the descendants of this “royal blood” settled in our Smallville, and 
mingled with the descendants of Karan or Kardam. However, the 500 years 
of slavery, generation after generation, diluted our royal blood, oppressed 
the royal pride in our souls, little by little it blurred in our minds the memory 
of our royal past and now, as I look at it, nothing royal has remained in us, 
we have become simple peasants [Цанев 2002: 116].

In a manner similar to Radichkov’s, Tsanev’s narrator playfully 
teases the reader in a series of long tongueincheek topical comments 
about the Bulgarian complex of inferiority, which he argues comes from 
the treating the nation’s past in a way that is indifferent at best, and 
downright embarrassed at worst [Цанев 2002: 112]. In Tsanev’s book this 
sense of urgency about “restoring Bulgarian dignity” by reaching back 
into the country’s past (a sentiment that would not look out of place in 
the writings of Paisius of Hilendar) turns into bitter sarcasm as he casti
gates the bad faith with which history gets officially packaged for mass 
consumption. Tsanev’s multidirectional, intracultural discourse tries 
to pin down the relationship between Bulgaria’s cultural tradition and 
the Bulgarian understanding of historical reality. In doing so, the book 
rethinks and reappraises a set of concepts which had become heavily 
mythologized in twentiethcentury reflection on Bulgarian cultural and 
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historical inheritance heritage, including protoBulgarianness, paganism 
and Bogomilism [see, among others, Даскалов 1998a].

The novel problematises the protoBulgarian inheritance and 
the Bogomil tradition by focalising them through the lives of some of its 
characters, namely the Kardamov family, descended from Khan Kardam.27 
This ancient pedigree, which the narrator treats with a grain of salt, 
directs the reader’s attention to the beginnings of Bulgarian collective life 
in the context of a Bulgarian state. Two currents are present in Tsanev’s 
interpretation of history: the history of the powers that be, and a parallel 
history of the community subject to that power. The former is a history of 
tsars, famous figures, victories and historical dates; the latter is a history 
of the homo patiens. Unlike the former, which is diachronic, the former 
is synchronic, with a nonlinear understanding of time and a concept 
of space that goes beyond the three dimensions; in it, the present, the past 
and the future are all inseparably linked. By giving due attention to 
the irrational factors in history, Tsanev shows how the living identity of 
the characters shapes our interpretations of the meaning of history. In 
the novel, he counters the vision of history as rational speculation with 
a vision of history that is shaped by the mystical imagination, formed 
by a syncretic paganChristian worldview, which Tsanev believes to be 
representative of Bulgarian mentality:

[…] this is the secret of our entire nation, which remained pagan through 
and through, to the backbone, and only taught its lips to cry: “Lord Jesus 
Christ!” [Цанев 2002: 22].

In Tsanev’s novel, the values of a spirituality rooted in folk culture 
and unconstrained by orthodoxy are represented by the meaningfully 
named character of Sekula [see Стойкова 1985]. This very rare name 
invokes the tradition of Bulgarian yunak songs, some of which feature 
a character named Sekula detentse, a paradoxical name given his man
liness, maturity and valour. The historical prototype for this character 
was, Janoš Šekel, ban of Slovenia and a combatant in the conflicts with 
Turkey, stylised as a mythical cultural hero in the folk imagination.

In Tsanev’s novel, Sekula is a woman, only faintly related to her 
folkloric male prototype (both know a certain amount of magical lore). 
In the novel, Sekula reveals not only Tsanev’s folkloristic inspirations, 
but also his esoteric ones. With her granddaughter (the little Sekula), 

 27 There is little historical evidence about the protoBulgarian Khan Kardam (777–802). 
He appears to have been a skilful politician and strategist who successfully relaunched 
the protoBulgarian southward expansion, forcing Byzantium to renew a previously 
ignored peace treaty; see Андреев, Лалков 1996: 43–44.
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she is the only character in Tsanov’s world who is actually “perfect” 
in the gnostic sense as a person predestined for spiritual life. The por
trayal of her spiritual development, essentially a road to wisdom and 
light, follows the paradigm of most gnostic systems [see, among others, 
Rudolph 1983: 133–144; Prokopiuk 1998; Jonas 2001: 48–91]. Before 
her spiritual awakening she is a “sleeping soul” – unaware of her true 
calling and living the preexistence of a “psychic” trapped in the world 
of matter. The moment of illumination comes with the personal inter
vention of an emissary coming from another world, who brings her 
a secret book that Sekula will accept as her new Bible to fashion a new 
worldview for herself. This conventional esoteric trope of “a letter from 
another world” is somewhat modified in the novel.28 The very title of 
the mystical work – Дяволско евангелие (The Devil’s Gospel) – suggests 
that this might be a message from the Antichrist. Sekula is similarly 
unsure about the emissary’s identity: it could have been God or one of 
his angels, or it could have been Satan (who was God’s brother according 
to Bogomil apocrypha):

[…] the night before Transfiguration of Jesus, the gate of heaven gate opens, 
and the Lord descends from heaven disguised as an old man or a beggar, it 
depends, and he walks on earth to see how people live; but he has to be very 
careful, because that night the devil also goes out from hell and transforms, 
pretending to be God, so a man may confuse those two, aren’t they brothers? 
They are alike, but woe betide you if you mistake the Devil for God, or even 
much worse, if you mistake God for the Devil! [Цанев 2002: 41].

Ultimately, the emissary is identified: during her astral travels in 
time, Sekula recognises him as Priest Bogomil, the heresiarch:

So, this is who that old man is, who pretended to be God and who said to 
her: “Give everything away, Sekula!”, said Sekula to herself […] and, hiding 
her face with a kerchief, she asked the woman next to her:
“Who is this?”
“Priest Bogomil,” the woman answered [Цанев 2002: 276].

This identification removes demonic stigma from the letter from 
another world as we return to the binary opposition of Christianity and 
Bogomilism, a familiar element in Bulgarian culture.

 28 The Letter from Heaven, often called also the Legend of Sunday, featured in the apocry
phal tradition of Eastern and Western Christianity. Functionally, it played a role similar to 
the gnostic “letter from another world” in that its goal was to turn sinners away from sin and 
back to grace. However, “a letter from another world” was always aimed at a specific individual, 
whereas the heavily apocalyptic The Letter from Heaven was an open message addressed to 
broad groups of the faithful; see Wrocławski 1991; Петканова (ed.) 1981: 396–398.
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Set in motion by the mysterious emissary, Sekula’s pilgrimage 
towards transcendence is connected with a symbolic severing of ties 
with the world of earthly values, an important gesture in the gnostic 
tradition. On impulse, Sekula gives away all of her money and denudes 
her house of all material possessions. From that moment on, she will 
have the gift of clairvoyance, which she will use in other people’s service. 
As a holder of secret knowledge, she looks at her life at the hour of her 
death, and in a mystical trance she sees the future of her whole family/
nation. This vision of the future, filtered through the lens of a pneumatic’s 
sensitivity, provides insight for understanding the concept of man and 
history embedded in the novel.

One particularly striking element of Sekula’s visions includes three 
sequences in which she features not as a passive observer of events tak
ing place in distant times and places, but as an active witness who offers 
running commentary, looks for hidden motivations of human actions 
and engages important historical figures in conversation. In Tsanev’s 
novel, the vision of the past offered in Sekula’s account is regarded as 
a testimony capable of bringing into doubt the credibility of the canonical 
accounts of the life of Jesus, the Christianisation of Bulgaria or the Bogomil 
movement. In doing so, Tsanev cleverly invokes the three main pillars of 
the Bulgarian heterogeneous vision of the world (Christianity, paganism, 
gnosticism) to try and define the meaning of that inheritance.

In those passages of the text which are de facto verifications of 
gospel truths, Tsanev indirectly references the 1965 novel Vreme čuda 
by the Serbian writer Borislav Pekić [Пекић 1965] and Лазар и Исус 
(Lazarus and Jesus, 1979), a later short story by Emilian Stanev [Станев 
1981], which builds on a debunking strategy that involves questioning 
the causal relationships proposed by the evangelists. Like Pekić or 
Stanev before him, Tsanev primarily questions the motives of Christ. In 
her visions of private scenes from the life of Jesus and his companions, 
Sekula sees Jesus not as a Messiah free from human failings, but rather 
as a fearful and submissive man, his every step controlled by the apostles 
who are the real moderators of history, acting to ensure that the visions 
of the prophets are fulfilled.29 This role is clearly too much for Christ, 
an idea metaphorically expressed by the growing hump of human sins 
growing on his back and pushing him down to earth. In effect, the vision 
of a willing sacrifice by the son of God is replaced by a vision of Jesus’ 
martyrdom as a preplanned spectacle orchestrated by the apostles, in 
which Judas has an equally honourable mission [Цанев 2002: 78–93, 

 29 Pekić gives this role to Judas, who stages a series of miracles.
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246–252, 355–362]. In this world, where fossilised figures come to life 
to reveal their “true” identity different from that recorded in the scrip
tures, only one group – the oppressors and torturers – remains the same 
regardless of changing contexts. As she travels in time, Sekula notes that 
the people who crucified Christ would later crucify his enemies with 
equal enthusiasm. Executioners travelling in time or getting reincar
nated in later generations are a recurrent motif in Sekula’s visions. They 
appear in the flesh in twentiethcentury Smallville, as distant history 
and modernity form an inextricable knot.

In this context, the lasting trauma of compulsory Christianisation, 
an experience associated with cruelty and bloodshed, plays an equally 
important role. Sekula’s vision confirms a bloody massacre ordered by 
Prince Boris against the aristocratic protoBulgarian families in response 
to their rebellion against a religion imposed on them by force:

Sekula’s soul had grown dark, as if flooded by clotted blood; behind her 
back she could hear the screams of women and the sobs of children. […] 
The people came in ranks and one after the other they filed past the Greek 
bishop, who raised the Cross to each man’s lips and asked in Greek […]: “Do 
you renounce Tangra and accept Christ?” The man would turn his head, 
spitting into the marble baptismal font filled of holy water […], place his 
head voluntarily on the rock, one of the executioners would take a swing, 
and the head would fly off directly into a well dug two steps from the place 
of execution, the blood streamed down […] the women were screaming, 
they were pressed down to the rock by force, […] the fourth executioner 
was cutting the heads of children and infants in the air, as they stood there 
astonished. […] And so, it was 52 boyar clans, they said [Цанев 2002: 
270–271].

Sekula’s account questions the value of Christianity (introduced by 
force in the ninth century) and the legitimacy of the authorities (who 
betrayed their people). This is not a new idea: in the interwar period it 
was already a familiar element of Bulgarian reflections on the national 
tradition, promoted particularly by writers who were hostile to Christian
ity and regarded the pagan tradition as a hope for Bulgarian revival after 
the trauma of the lost wars [see, among others, Н. Димитрова 1996a]. 
In their interpretation, the original atrocity visited on the tribal aristoc
racy became the prototype for the violent relationship between the state 
and the subjects. In the journalistic sections of the novel, this picture of 
Bulgarian history is ironically presented through the lofty, pathosfilled 
elocutions of one of the novel’s raissoneurs, a Bulgarian history profes
sor. His megalomaniacal vision of Bulgarian history as it were comple
ments Sekula’s mystical visions, but also alludes to the achievements of 
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Géza Fehér,30 a reallife Hungarian scholar in the interwar period and 
an authority on the protoBulgarians. In the novel, this praise of pro
toBulgarian greatness (and dismissal of Bulgaria’s Slavic heritage) gets 
ever more extravagant with every shot of rakiya the professor downs. 
Ultimately, the pseudoscholar’s drunken disquisitions congeal into 
the familiar Bulgarian theory of “the forty fathers of the nation,” a ver
sion of a multiethnic history where the heritage of blood and culture 
determines the perceptions of the world order, with the protoBulgarian 
substrate playing the main role:

In vain, he says, do you renounce the protoBulgarians; if there is anything 
good left in you, you inherited it from them, because they were not wild 
barbarians, but a highly civilised nation that possessed secret knowledge of 
the cosmos. Unlike the uneducated Italians, as the Hungarian used to call them 
after he’d had his third brandy, who, fifteen centuries after Christ, burned 
Giordano Bruno at the stake for claiming that the Earth revolves around 
the Sun – 48 centuries before Christ the protoBulgarians already knew 
about it; the Sun carved on their gravestones with the six planets circulating 
around it was to them something like a coat of arms, which the Bogomils – 
their followers, later used as their sacred sign [Цанев 2002: 118].

In the novel, the professor is preoccupied less with the ancient political 
history of the protoBulgarians, and more with the far more important 
matter of the tribe’s secret knowledge, which it passed on to the Bogomils, 
portrayed as inheritors of the libertarian ideas of the believers in Tangra. 
In Tsanev’s novel, this gnosis is another utopia promising individual and 
collective redemption, except it refers to the mystical reality rather 
than to real life on earth. In this case, the world is ordered according to 
the rules of Bogomil Manichaeism.

The second sequence of Sekula’s visions which plays an important 
role in the novel is the vision of a mystical meeting of the disciples of 
Priest Bogomil in Madara, the holy place of past religions professed in 
that locality. Sekula watches a procession of gods filing past: Diony
sus, Perun, Tangra, and Jesus validate that sacred plot of land, which 
comes to be treated as a symbol of the syncretic Bulgarian spirituality 

 30 In the interwar period, Geza Fehér (1890–1955) conducted painstaking archaeolog
ical research into the protoBulgarian tradition. Fehér’s scholarly achievements included 
a monograph on the Magyar Rider published in German and Hungarian (1928) and a series 
of studies on the protoBulgarian cultural heritage. In 1934 he was decorated by Tsar 
Boris III for his contributions to scholarship; in 1943 he became a member of the Bulgarian 
Academy of Sciences. Little is known about his involvement with the Hungarian intelligence 
service. His scholarship was informed by the ideological intention to discover distant 
cultural affinity between the protoBulgarians and the old Magyars. See Арато 1997.
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[Цанев 2002: 272]. In Sekula’s vision, Madara also becomes a sign of a space 
denuded of sanctity and abandoned by the gods, illustrated by the exodus 
of the perfect ones, who begin a mystical journey to the Sun in Madara. 
In this case Tsanev turns away from the Bogomil anticosmic dualism 
and pessimism, replacing it with a portrayal of the Bogomils as forerun
ners of Copernicanism and pioneers of knowledge about the stars and 
the cosmos, a mythologised interpretation present in Bulgarian culture 
[SzwatGyłybowa 2002].

The Earth is dancing around the Sun along with the other five planets like 
children dancing around one mother. You also dance with joy, inhabitants 
of the heavens, and sing, when the sky light appears on the horizon, because 
the sun is the eye of God [Цанев 2002: 275].

This is pantheistic knowledge, referencing the Apollonian religion, but 
also to the modern holistic Theosophic systems, notably the teachings of 
Peter Deunov [Митев 1995: 46–49]. Tsanev’s symbolic portrayal of winged 
people leaving the earthly realm of the evil demiurge for their true coun
try relies on the topos of pilgrimage to the house of the Father as the true 
calling of every pneumatic, a conventional trope in esoteric literature:

And everyone turned around to face the East, and when the sun appeared 
over the plain on the distant horizon, they started singing quietly and 
monotonously, and, having flung out their hands, they were waving them 
lightly, as if those were stork wings; all were dressed in long white robes that 
covered their legs, and in the morning twilight they really looked like big, 
white birds who, bouncing lightly, were preparing to take flight. […] Sekula 
rubbed her eyes and looked again: over the fields and the mountains, from 
one end of the earth to the other, smoothly beating their wings, thousands 
of white birds were flying […] [Цанев 2002: 276].

Given that oneiric visions are interspersed in Tsanev’s novel with ironic 
commentary from the narrator, this image of mass flight of Bogomil “perfect 
ones” ultimately invites the pragmatic question: who are the Bulgarians 
who stayed behind and got stuck in history? Tsanev perceives the original 
traumatic conflict between the hylics and the pneumatics are the source 
of lasting social divisions, which remain essentially unchanged even as 
they get repackaged in different historical periods. The succession of new 
“religions” embraced by the state, from Christianity to nationalism, com
munism and liberalism, are nothing but ideological costumes obscuring 
the same motivation of the authorities, namely the will to power. What, 
then, defines the moral horizons of the actors of Bulgarian history?

One answer to that question is provided in some way by the execu
tioner and his victim, i.e. Tsar Boris and Priest Bogomil. In one of Sekula’s 
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visions, the tsar tries to come across as a repentant sinner, mindful of 
the way he wronged the nation by introducing Christianity, which eroded 
the Bulgarian soul. In fact, he gives Sekula the mission of bringing the Bul
garians back to the old faith, which is the only thing that can safeguard 
their inner freedom [Цанев 2002: 54–55]. In a way similar to Emilian 
Stanev’s, Tsanev updates Petar Mutafchiyev’s idea that the medieval 
Byzantine influence had terrible consequences for Bulgarian culture, and 
takes further the discussion of the longterm repercussions of that process. 
He holds Christianity, a religion of the weak, responsible for instilling 
a slave mentality in the Bulgarians, and portrays spiritual oppression as 
a threat to human ethos; once forced to abandon the faith of the ancestors, 
people lose their moral fibre: they become spineless and receptive to new 
conversions in the interest of individual survival:

[…] nobody gave them [the participants in the struggle for the nation’s 
liberation – G.S.G.] even a penny to buy a piece of bread, nor even a shirt so 
they could change from their rags; those who lived quietly and peacefully 
during the times of slavery, their heads bowed, featureless as ants – the same 
voiceless and submissive heroes, when they smelled freedom, leapt like lions, 
seized power and property – the same people abandoned Deacon Levski’s 
mother to throw herself into a well from hunger, and to kill herself out of 
shame for being liceridden from her poverty and loneliness [Цанев 2002: 61].

Priest Bogomil is likewise held responsible for the nation’s moral 
degradation in Tsanev’s account of social ills. His doctrine is portrayed in 
the novel as an expression of pragmatic moral relativism, where any rule 
of social ethics in this world can be trampled underfoot. In Sekula’s vision, 
Bogomil preaches a duty of spiritual independence from any authority 
(which he portrays as inherently demonic, prepared to kill the living 
religions and to enforce religious beliefs on the population wherever con
venient) [Цанев 2002: 275], but on the other hand he praises conformism, 
hypocrisy and betrayal as morally indifferent means of preserving intact 
the “vessel of the soul,” called to live beyond the confines of this world:

All the material and visible things in this world are the work of the Devil. 
Our heavenly Father does nothing in this world […] God does nothing what
soever in this earthly world […] Only thought and word come from God, 
and whoever is satisfied with that, he is dear to God and is an inhabitant of 
heaven, thrown by the Devil into this here hell on earth [Цанев 2002: 273].

[…] Dissemble in everything, do not cast your pearls before swine! […] If 
necessary, renounce me, even curse me, do and speak everything against 
me, but come back to me again – and I will accept you again with joy 
[Цанев 2002: 275].
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In the hylics, this message must necessarily reinforce the belief that 
biological survival is the only sensible life philosophy. Tsanev fills the pages 
of his novel with a parade of traitors spanning centuries of Bulgarian 
history, all of whom are prepared to betray friends and kin at the drop 
of a hat. This is a world were victim turns executioner, the executioner 
becomes a victim, and henchmen get away scot free by serving a succes
sion of regimes feeding on human blood and suffering. The novel’s images 
of twentiethcentury Bulgaria are dominated by a journalistic diagnosis 
of the moral decay of a nation aching for revenge [see Цанев 2002: 221 
et passim].

In this demonised reality, the alternative to real life is collective 
sleep, a trancelike state of vegetation (incidentally, a familiar experience 
under Communism), which envelops the hylics as they worriedly go about 
their daily concerns:

Other than that life went on quietly and peacefully. We got used to it. Every
body kept their head down. We had no land, no worries, no thoughts, there 
was somebody to think for us about everything: when to plough, what to 
sow, when, what, how; we did what we were told, we ate, we drank. That 
was quite cool, actually [Цанев 2002: 288].

In this respect, Tsanev is something of a traditionalist, invoking 
the motif of insanity reminiscent of the reflection on Bulgarian society 
offered by Ivan Vazov in the Bulgarian national epic Under the Yoke. 
To Tsanev and Vazov alike, given the inner enslavement of the Bulgarians, 
spiritual independence can only be retained by a child or else by a deviant 
who rejects social norms. In Мравки и богове, this role is given to the only 
righteous characters, the idiot Stefcho and Sekula’s granddaughter and 
namesake who, like her grandmother, can communicate with the spirits:

And so, in Smallville it was again peaceful and quiet. Nobody dared to look 
up. The fool Stefcho – he may have been a fool but he also guessed what was 
up, and he began to approach people around corners and, shooting furtive 
glances all around him, would whisper, quieter than ever before, his puzzling 
phrase, “Long live the Pacific Ocean!” [Цанев 2002: 302].

Democracy, Aristotle told me […] set out from Athens twentyfive centuries 
ago, roamed the entire world, he said it even came to Albania, and it’s only 
here that can’t show up; isn’t there, says democracy, anyone here to greet me, 
could it be that this nation has died, or perhaps is asleep; run, says Aristotle, 
together with your grandmother to the bell tower, where there you can see 
the entire Balkan peninsula, and if you see democracy anywhere, wandering 
in the ditches close to the barbed wire, ring the bells, let people wake up, 
let them break up the barbed wire [Цанев 2002: 342].
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Sleep as an allegory of the nation’s passivity in the face of fate, a con
ventional trope in Bulgarian literature, forms a parallel to the novel’s 
recurring question: who are we, gods or ants? What are the limits of 
a nation’s moral horizon? What is our highest value? Is it merely survival, 
justifying any acts of evil and conversion? Is conformism so important 
to the nation’s social life as to become a defining characteristic of Bul
garian identity?

Where all those three hundred thousand convinced Communists were 
hiding all that time will remain a mystery in our history, but it is difficult 
not to ask ourselves: is our nation that corrupt, seeing as it quickly turned 
to where the wind blows, is that mercantilism, or hypocrisy, or fear and 
submission to the strong [Цанев 2002: 222–223]?

In Tsanev’s world, original events behind the collective myths form 
a matrix which gets endlessly copied over the centuries. In this context, 
world history is an eternal cycle of repetitions, a recurrent apocalypse that 
leaves no hope for the coming of a New Jerusalem. This rule of destruction 
is spectacularly illustrated in the novel by the sinking of the ancestral seat 
of the Kardamovs, which collapses into a Thracian tomb buried under
neath. The chaos is everywhere, and disintegration and decay penetrate 
human souls. In the world of the novel, the personality of the family’s 
best son, Varadin, disintegrates to illustrate the pessimistic thesis that 
the world cannot be repaired: there can be no collective redemption, and 
individual redemption is only available for the elect.

Having gained, through illumination, the secret of the universe 
that remains inaccessible to science, Varadin thus inherited the secret 
knowledge of the protoBulgarians and the Bogomils, opening his eyes 
to the hidden relationships between the microcosm and the macrocosm:

[…] having gathered together in his mind the dormant energy from the brain 
cells, asleep for centuries, of several thousand generations of the dark 
protoBulgarians, the sentimental Slavs and the mysterious Thracians, he 
penetrated the dark womb of the Cosmic Mother, and saw there the human
shaped embryo of our nascent universe [Цанев 2002: 409].

Varadin saw that the universe resembled a huge human embryo, curled up 
in the dark womb of something even greater, immense and impermeable, 
the Cosmic Mother giving birth to the universes. […] The embryo was still 
sunk in lethargic sleep, but it breathed and grew, and in the middle, where 
its head probably was, supercompressed galaxies flashed and throbbed 
[…] – this was the brain of the Universe’s embryo. “And God created man 
in His own image and likeness” – doesn’t this mean that man was actually 
created in the image and likeness of the Universe? […] that means that 
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other bodies can pass through us, people from other parallel worlds, dead 
or alive, can pass through us […] Sekula, his mother, had the gift penetrate 
such space, she could enter a person and could see and hear – both the living 
and the dead [Цанев 2002: 375].

In Tsanev’s novel, this triumph of the human intellect over the over
powering force of reality proves shortlived and illusory. In the Epilogue, 
we see the character degraded to the status of a beast kept in a grotesque 
cage placed in his room. This ironic postscript to the story of the Kar
damovs emphasises the pessimistic view that an awakening need not 
always lead to the conscious existence of a pneumatic. Enlightenment 
can become an unbearable burden, leading to regression and loss of 
salvation. The hope offered by gnosis and generous utopias is illusory: 
in this prison of a world there can be no road to redemption.

Modelled on Bogomil myths, Tranev’s vision of the earth as the realm 
of Satan is the antithesis to the Enlightenment vision of history and 
progress. The promise of a paradise on earth is replaced by the sense 
that the last illusions of meaning are fading fast. In place of history as 
a linear sequence of events, ordered by commonsensical relationships 
of causality, Tsanev proposes vision of history as circular movement, 
an unending chain of repetitions. The current question about the meaning 
of history is in this context essentially a question about the meaning of 
human life and the life of nations, a question that must remain essentially 
unanswerable.

This pessimistic understanding of history accompanied by a sense of 
utter bankruptcy of all utopias is inspired by the Manichaean paradigm: 
the most anxietyfilled form of spiritual life, a manifestation of an ahis
torical state of spirit, a perennial eternal symptom of the original terror. 
This is the attitude that appears to underlie Tsanev’s vision of Bulgarian 
melancholy as a reaction to historical experience. In the modern times, this 
kind of melancholy arises in a world that offers no guarantee of meaning. 
As noted by Marek Bieńczyk, a Polish scholar and writer, melancholy

made it clear, in its own nonphilosophical way, that in its world, which has no 
beginning or end, a world where everything has happened before, everything 
has been recorded before, and everything is spinning in a circle of repeti
tions […], there can be no names of one’s own. The only thing that exists is 
a theatrical proliferation of masks and disguises […] [Bieńczyk 2000: 35].

Expressed in an allegorical manner (in this case through the idea of 
a circle of repetitions), history manifests itself not as a process of peren
nial life and progress, but rather a process of fading and extinction. It is 
marked by a disillusionment with sainthood, fulfilment, or the historical 
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ethos. The resulting vacuum is filled with fear provoked by a horrific 
world that offers no sense of support or belonging. Tsanev’s homo bul-
garicus melancholicus, an antiCartesian melancholy subject, feeds on 
an abhorrence of the state as a Satanic moderator of history, but enter
tains no hope of ever finding release from the evil world and returning 
to the Father: an inner exile living in a world abandoned by God, looking 
back at not just one, but thirteen centuries of solitude in a world where 
all meaning has imploded.





CONCLUSIONS

This book is an attempt to identify the ways in which modern and 
postmodern Bulgarian culture has made use of the fact that a dualist 
heresy of the Bogomils was present in Bulgarian lands in the medieval 
period. The inspiration for this project came from personal experience. 
During the several years I spent living in Bulgaria I could not help but 
notice how repeatedly the Bogomil heritage was brought up in conver
sation, in a variety of contexts and with varying degrees of earnestness, 
as a symptom of Bulgarian cultural specificity. Ambiguous, openended 
and unconstrained by the rules of intellectual precision or coherent 
value systems, the concept appeared to be part of popular knowledge; 
regardless of personal opinion, Bogomilism was consistently regarded 
as an important formation which has supposedly left an enduring mark 
on Bulgarian mentality and tradition.

Unfamiliar and unintelligible to me, this living proof of cultural mem
ory piqued my curiosity as a researcher, and encouraged me to investigate 
the sources of the enduring popularity of that lieu de memoire. It seemed 
to me that the effects of school education combined with the few literary 
and scholarly texts on Bogomilism present in Bulgarian high culture 
could not by themselves account for that cultural phenomenon. I decided 
to examine how Bogomilism had been portrayed in Bulgarian popular 
literature, educational texts, journalism, and a variety of religious, occult
ist, political and ideological writings of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. I was facing the classic “hermeneutic problem” where “one is 
aware of confronting an alien tradition to which he has never belonged 
or one he no longer unquestioningly accepts” [Gadamer 1977: 46]. I was 
looking at texts which at that time I believed occupied a peripheral 
position in Bulgarian culture, a culture which had itself developed in its 
modern form on the peripheries of European culture and under the weight 
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of a longstanding complex of “cultural retardation.” However, I found 
myself unable to shake off the feeling, inspired by Gadamer, that it was 
precisely those kinds of peripheral cultural texts that were communi
cating particularly salient messages.

The sheer amount and diversity of the historical material quickly 
surpassed my expectations,1 and new texts kept appearing, posing 
fresh challenges. This is best illustrated by Chapter 4 of this book: all of 
the books I discuss in that chapter came out as I was already working on 
the project. Those dynamic developments where contemporary writings 
were being inspired by the Bogomil inheritance reinforced my belief that 
my work was touching a nerve: that I was dealing with a phenomenon of 
considerable significance in Bulgarian culture. On the other hand, there 
were those literary critics who distanced themselves from such texts. 
Trendafilov, for instance, appreciated the literary merit of the novels by 
Zarev and Donchev, but criticised the way they invoked an anachronis
tic value system that harked back to the era of “grand narratives,” and 
dismissed them as being of marginal importance:

I wish to emphasise one thing – those books by Donchev and Zarev are mas
terfully written. That is not the problem here. However, those are books for 
writers rather than for readers […]. In some way they have failed to move 
beyond our traditional historical fiction that lauds the glorious history of 
Bulgaria, and uses characters as puppets in grand patriotic narratives. Motifs 
such as the united nation, the spiritual leader, or the Holy Book seem par
ticularly dated […]. Whether they like it or not, the axiological orientations 
of the present day have taken a different course [Треднафилов 2004: 14].

Trendafilov, who had previously gone on record as an opponent of 
esoteric speculation,2 did not choose to make it clear what kind of values 
were supposedly preferred instead in Bulgarian society. In an intuitive 
judgment call, he chose to appraise the two novels from the perspective 
of rationalist disgust provoked by new attempts to reconcile mystical 
initiation with the defrauded patriotic narrative. By openly opposing 
a teleological vision of the world, Trendafilov was siding with those 
who regarded the earlier cultural uses of Bogomilism as defunct, and 
questioned the practice of legitimising new ideas by dressing them up 
in the familiar trappings of local culture.

 1 Several texts from the early nineteenth century proved impossible to locate in Bul
garian libraries or Sofia’s rare books dealers. Surviving indirect references to such texts 
(or lack thereof) suggest that their impact was marginal, and would not substantially 
change the picture presented here.
 2 See his comments on the writings of Nikolai Rainov in Chapter 2. 
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I believe that Trendafilov’s comments bear out my decision, made 
early on, to steer clear of the term “myth” in my book (even though I often 
discuss “mythmaking” as a cultural activity). Myths must be embraced 
by the community; mythmaking, by contrast, involves a manipulation 
of collective thinking, and may well remain ineffective. Viewed from 
the perspective of its adherents, a myth is an element of autopoesis; a myth 
served up by “engineers of human souls” may or may not get embraced by 
society as intended. An externally imposed interpretive pattern – which 
undergoes major simplifications within society at individual level – may 
become present in the popular thinking of the users of a given culture as 
a kind of hybrid, the product of a compromise between heterogeneous 
worldviews. Bogomilsm, which is no longer a living religion and therefore 
suffers from none of the idealising or denigrating distortions of one, con
tinues to be a significant meeting ground for overlapping interpretations, 
each of which treats it as a constitutive element of Bulgarian cultural 
identity, and makes it part of its own historiosophic narrative.

The recurring question, “Why are we the way we are?”, which in 
the 1990s appeared in the title of a scholarly anthology on Bulgarian 
national identity, suggests that the Bulgarian intelligentsia continues 
to feel the need to structure its knowledge of the Bulgarian nation in 
terms of a clearcut, transparent model. This invites questions about 
the provenance of those cultural models which are now being taken for 
granted in popular Bulgarian thinking. What was it that came first in 
this case – collective memory based on texts of folklore, or the “grand 
narrative” shaped by historians and journalists as part of a deliberate 
project? The cultural selfawareness of a traditional society, or the ide
ologised texts of modern culture? 

As we navigate the dense undergrowth of historical questions and 
conundrums related to Bogomilism we must bear in mind that there are 
no surviving original texts or accounts produced by actual historical 
Bulgarian Bogomils in the Church Slavonic language. Given the enormous 
scale of antiheretical narratives produced in reaction to the movement, 
this lack of credible historical material means that any kinds of general
isations, or indeed of research questions, can only be valid with regard 
to the given set of ideas or conjectures which currently happens to be 
regarded as “historical fact” or “scientific truth.”

As mentioned in the Introduction and Chapter 1, there are no rea
sons to believe that nineteenth century Bulgarians situated at the cusp 
of modernity had retained any memory of Bogomilism as a social move
ment or ideological formation, even if some relics of dualism (of unclear 
provenance) could be found in contemporary Bulgarian folk culture and 
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apocryphal writings. The complex relationship between folk religion and 
Church teachings and practices is a separate problem, which increasingly 
attracts scholarly attention to socalled “folk Christianity,” understood as 

that sphere of spiritual life in medieval society where, owing to the inter
action of written texts (ritual, canonical, pseudocanonical), rites, ritual 
practices and other cultural texts (e.g. iconography), there emerges a mono
lithic vision of the world and man, consistent with the Christian view of 
life, modified through the prism of beliefs of traditional communities 
[Minczew 2003: 18].

However, the extent of such interplay between Bogomilism and 
official religious practice remains an open question. Be that as it may, 
given the eventual disappearance of the haeresis bulgarica as a distinctive 
movement it appears that the impact of Bogomil dualism in the period 
of Ottoman rule was already limited. At the same time, the activities of 
monastic scribes who continued to painstakingly copy the antihereti
cal works3 attacking the movement may have paradoxically preserved 
the memory of the heresy with its attendant conflicts and divisions within 
the population, the Ottoman period undoubtedly providing a fresh supply 
of traumatic experiences.4

It should be borne in mind in this context that participants in a given 
culture inherit an interpretation of the world which may have been form
ing for millennia, and may not always be fully aware of its underlying 
assumptions [Dybel 1991: 74]. The complex history of Bulgarian culture 
suggests that the inherited cultural patterns must have been shaped by 
a number of diverse influences (some embraced willingly, some provok
ing resistance). Perhaps as a result of the centurieslong coexistence of 
various worldviews including paganism, Christianity, gnostic dualism, 
Islam, Judaism, enlightened rationalism and various competing ideolo
gies, which were forced to remain in a situation of continuous dialogue, 
an attitude had emerged in Bulgarian culture, variously referred to as 
religious indifference, religious tolerance, intellectual independence 

 3 The Sermon Against the Heretics by Presbyter Cosmas survives in 25 copies, only 
four of which date back to the late fifteenth century, and the rest were made in the six
teenthnineteenth centuries; see Грашева (ed.) 1982: 309.
 4 Primarily meaning the various forms of voluntary or involuntary conversions to 
Islam. One source of trauma was the Ottoman practice of kidnapping Christian children 
and pressing them into the janissary corps. No less problematic were the individual and 
collective conversions, occurring on a particularly large scale in the southwestern portion 
of the country, today inhabited by socalled “Pomaks” or Bulgarianspeaking Muslims. 
Incidentally, this area had a particularly strong Bogomil presence before the Ottoman 
invasion. 
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or healthy skepticism. Perhaps this attitude would not have been as 
pronounced in a different set of historical circumstances, or perhaps it 
would have been regarded in a different light, since inheriting readymade 
traditional patterns of thought, emotion and action always involves social 
and individual endorsement of any judgements that the users of a given 
culture may treat as valuable without realising their provenance [Szacki 
1991]. As a result, reconstruction of a complete genealogy of Bulgarian 
attitudes and its connections with Bogomilism as a historical phenom
enon seems no longer possible.

Bogomilism as a lieu de memoire occupies a central position in this 
book, but this is not tantamount to regarding it as centrally important 
to Bulgarian cultural tradition in general. Beginning in the nineteenth 
century, however, modern Bulgarian elites arguably engaged in a project 
of careful semantic grooming, trying to portray Bogomilism as a living ele
ment of national heritage, which occupied a prominent place in the written 
tradition. The number and popularity of writings containing references 
to Bogomilism suggests a corresponding level of reader interest, a cer
tain correlation between collective mentality and the values explicated 
by the writers. Perhaps, as a result of that sense on the part of the elites 
that the Bulgarian cultural selfawareness was a fluid and heterogeneous 
thing sensitive to matters of religious identity, the forgotten Bogomil 
tradition came to be deemed as a useful instrument in the process of 
“reconciling” those heterogeneous worldviews. Ultimately, the aspira
tions of the intelligentsia to reconcile those diverging interpretations 
of the world failed to produce a single, coherent and monolithic vision 
of the haeresis bulgarica or of its importance in Bulgarian history. This 
apparent heterogeneity of approaches (guided as they were by the semiotic 
needs of national ideology) confirms that the primary function of those 
historical, pseudohistorical and literary narratives about Bogomilism, 
for all the obvious differences between them, has remained unchanged 
since the nineteenth century. At the same time, the “invented tradition” 
of Bogomilism gradually became a kind of litmus test for the Bulgarian 
elites, revealing the nuances of worldview and ideology: a more reliable 
touchstone of attitudes that Orthodox Christianity, which was often 
regarded as little more than a formalised emblem of national identity5 
or indeed (in the Communist period) an element of false consciousness 
rejected wholesale as opium for the masses.

 5 To a not inconsiderable degree this is a consequence of the enduring historical 
impact of the Ottoman Empire, where religious identity influenced one’s position in social 
hierarchies. 
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The source material indicates that the “progressive” option has been 
dominant in this ideological conflict, which used the memory of Bogom
ilism for purposes of modernisation by making the movement a symbol of 
the idea of triumphant, perennial progress and Bulgarian spiritual free
dom. In this sense, Bogomilism as a lieu de memoire was an instrument for 
adapting Bulgarian culture to European civilisation and its values, which 
were identified with the inheritance of the Age of Reason. In this difficult 
process, the narrative of Bogomilism was intended to play a compensatory 
role for the community, alleviating the stress of cultural change. New 
and alien developments were portrayed as being familiar and ancient: 
supposed longstanding elements of the old, gnostic Bulgarian identity. 
This produced a double educational effect, which Bulgarian writers per
haps did not realise fully. Firstly, this anchoring of the ideas of Western 
civilisation in local history made them appear respectably old and com
fortably familiar. Secondly, this fabricated Bogomil tradition (alongside 
the traditions of Cyril and Methodius and of the protoBulgarians) gave 
the Bulgarian national tradition a sense of muchneeded selfassurance 
as tangible evidence of Bulgarian farsightedness, intellectual courage, 
pragmatism and practical wisdom. With its roots in the popular experi
ence of the people, Bogomilism was being portrayed as an insightful and 
original attempt to solve the problem of evil.

In the context of a permanent crisis of values (partially stimulated 
by external events and pressures) which provided the backdrop to 
the ongoing debates on Bogomilism, history and pseudohistory high
lighted those elements of the past that stemmed from a sense that moral 
experiences had a profound significance to the experience of history as 
a meaningful process.6 Reflection on Bogomilism became enduringly 
linked to a kind of anamnesis of the sources of Bulgarian ethics and, 
consequently, the sources of Bulgarian collective identity. On the part of 
the elites, this feat was either a product of cultural misunderstanding or 
a deliberate deformation of Bogomil axiology, since Bogomilism inherently 
abhorred the created world, and was consequently indifferent about 
matters of ethics.7 In this airbrushed portrayal, the gnostic pessimism 
of the Bogomils was replaced by an optimism about the possibility that 

 6 For more information on the connections between ethics and concepts of history, 
see Grzegorczyk 1990: 48.
 7 Quispel noted that this is a fundamental property of gnosis, which he interpreted 
as the product of the gnostic abhorrence for the cosmic and moral law imposed by 
the Demiurge, a “highly sensitive gap in the gnosis which cannot be filled up either with 
an abhorrence of the world or with libertinism” [Quispel 1951: 22].
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the world might be repaired; asceticism was replaced by vitalism and 
hedonistic values; and the Bogomil abhorrence of the hylics was replaced 
by their supposed concern for human wellbeing. The movement’s gnos
tic tradition was fabricated and mapped onto the conceptual network 
of the new world; thus destroyed yet again, it also became endowed 
with attributes intended to firmly anchor Bulgarian identity to a sta
ble point of reference in the form of its own (invented) tradition. This 
exercise also deferred to the problem of religious identity. By placing 
the heretical mentality in the preOttoman period, it provided the raw 
material for the construction of a mythologised historical and philosoph
ical foundation to those who wanted to create an image of Bulgarians 
that would provide an alternative to that constituted in the period of 
national revival. The stereotype of the Orthodox Christian patriot (which 
they believed was a false portrayal of Bulgarian spirituality) was now 
countered with an antistereotype of Bulgarians as perennial heretics, 
the first fathers of European religious reform movements, European 
rationalism, enlightened humanism and, more recently, syncretic New 
Age spirituality.

Presumably for tactical reasons, texts praising Bogomilism involved 
the tropes of silence and omission. They reversed the centre and the periph
eries: those areas where the heresy had taken hold were now being 
portrayed as the centre, its influence radiating not only to the territories 
of the Slavia Ortodoxa (as was the case with the writings produced in 
the first and second Bulgarian states), but to Western Europe and, even 
more broadly, throughout the world. The project of  defeating the provin
cialism complex took the form of various concepts of Bulgarian cultural 
missionism in several variants, “Enlightened,” political or esoteric. A second 
type of omission, calculated to eliminate the practical consequences of 
the mystical dualism of the Bogomils, served a different purpose. Perhaps 
Bulgarian culture, as it was looking for a place of its own in the modern 
world, was defending itself in this way from gnostic nihilism, blamed by 
conservative writers for the Bulgarian passivity and nihilism. 

Such binary oppositions recurrently appearing in Bulgarian attitudes 
towards Bogomilism did not always involve a clear choice one way or 
the other. Some of the narratives invoked the repertoire of concepts that 
relativized “hard” values, and, for lack of uniform, rigid norms, adopted 
Bulgarian culture as the norm. In particular, this applies to those con
cepts, popular since the interwar period, which treated Bulgarian culture 
as a bridge between the East and the West, and Bulgarians as “people 
of the crossroads,” as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 [see Sujecka 2001]. 
Those concepts were further absorbed in the Communist period, albeit 
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in a suitably modified ideological form, and they resurfaced in the pro
gramme of cultural renewal based on the Living Ethics of the Roerichs, 
implemented by Zhivkova’s faction. 

In modern times, this kind of reflection was reintroduced in a dif
ferent context by Anani Stoinev. In his article, tellingly entitled Генезис 
на кръстопътния човек – културата на траки, прабългари и славяни 
(The Origins of the Man at the Crossroads – The Culture of the Thracians, 
Proto-Bulgarians and Slavs [Стойнев 1996]), Stoinev affirmed the valid
ity of the metaphor of the crossroads with regards to Bulgarian culture, 
which he viewed as a product of a creolisation process. Despite his general 
agreement with the earlier generations of writers, Stoinev reappraised 
the metaphorical associations evoked by the idea of crossroads, revealing 
the ideological differences between himself and earlier writers. Again, 
Bogomilism turned out to be a kind of litmus test, bringing out the nature 
of those differences. Implicit in Stoinev’s argument, the reflection on 
Bogomilism as a quintessence of the “spirituality of crossroads” spoke 
volumes about his ideological preferences:

We might say that Bogomilism is an essential quality of mankind at a cross
roads, viewed from a historical point of view. It is a manifestation of oth
erness, alienation from one’s own community, a form of alienation which, 
because of the unity not only of blood, but of language as well, is most 
hostile to the thing it resembles – the events in today’s Bosnia show this in 
the most unambiguous manner. In this sense Bogomilism and its variously 
named modifications in the [Balkan – G.S.G.] peninsula – is the presence of 
a janissary quality in the man of the crossroads; a janissary quality which 
does not always result from violence, but more often from, as it were, 
voluntary change of faith, which comes across almost as an admonition of 
the imprudence of fellowtribesmen [Стойнев 1996: 118].

Symptomatically, the passage communicates a palpable fear of con
version and of susceptibility to labile worldviews on the part of “the man 
of the crossroads,” instances of which can be found in many cultural 
texts. Similar ideas appear in the controversial but popular studies 
on the character and psychology of the Bulgarian nation. In his book 
Душевност и оцеляване (Spirituality and Salvation [Семов 1982]), Marko 
Semov highlighted the negative impact on Bulgarian ethics of the phi
losophy of survival which he believed had dominated popular mentality 
in Bulgaria under Ottoman rule. In a later book entitled Българската 
народопсихология. Размисли върху това какви сме били и какви сме 
днес (The Psychology of the Bulgarian Nation: Reflections on What We 
Used to Be and What We Are Today [Семов 1999]) Semov described this 
as a “janissary attitude,” which he associated with national nihilism. Yet 
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again, Bogomilism complemented this negative portrayal of Bulgarian 
identity. He acknowledged that the movement had been invoked to explain 
disparate Bulgarian qualities ranging from noble minded rebellion against 
all constraints to “a demonic force of destruction” [Семов 1999: 545], but 
his own interpretations of the ills that mark Bulgarian social attitudes 
invoked the latter rather than the former. 

Similar ideas mostly appear in those texts that seek to settle social 
scores  and engage in a polemic with Bulgaria’s social reality. Equally, they 
have been treated with ridicule in Bulgarian literature as fossilised for
mations of collective mentality that merely generate Bulgarian complexes. 
This group of texts would include, among others, the satires by Stanislav 
Stratiev appearing in Българския модел (The Bulgarian Model, 1991): 

We can blame everything on slavery,
And on those who enslaved us.
We were so out of luck in terms of the sort of enslavers we got.
(...)
Elsewhere in the world, all those liberated nations 
They end up all civilised, and speaking English.
Their enslavers even left them actual underground train lines.
But our enslavers were even more savage than ourselves.
(...)
We were out of luck in terms of our liberators as well.
We could have waited another three or four centuries for some other ones,
There would have been no harm in that.
We were out of luck in terms of our geographical situation, too.
What kind of sane people would willingly choose to settle in the Balkans.
People say that you shouldn’t even pee at the crossroads,
But we actually went and founded our state there [Стратиев 1991: 53–54].

Using ridicule and sarcastic humour as a defence against the over
whelming power of intellectual simplification, Stratiev satirised the anach
ronistic character of conceptual categories sanctioned in the Bulgarian 
identity discourse. And yet, this revitalised antiquity (which bears all 
the characteristics of an artificial construct) paradoxically makes itself 
felt even in such debunking exercises, which amount to an expression of 
the tension between the experience of the chaos of history and its con
ventional and simplified interpretation – between individual identity and 
the identity of an “imagined community” treated as a symbol. The nov
els of Emilian Stanev and the play by Blaga Dimitrova discussed in this 
book are a good case in point. By referring the reader to Bogomilism as 
an imagined original source of the mutilated and torn Bulgarian collective 
identity, those writers at the same time interpret the “heretical” charac
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ter as a positive value, indeed the most valuable element in the identity 
of a free individual. In doing so, they lay bare the destructive character 
of neoManichaeism at the egalitarian level in order to contrast it with 
the religion of the elites, which is a synthesis of neopagan hedonism, 
Christian love and pragmatism. After 1989, the essayist Boyan Obretenov 
gave this model of Bulgarian personality a quasisacred quality by placing 
it at the centre of his neopagan ethical utopia.

Post1989 novels are only partially free from the paradigm described in 
this book. The fantasy books of Anton Donchev, Vladimir Zarev’s pseudore
ligious treatise dressed up as a novel, and Stefan Tsanev’s neoManichaean 
story of Bulgarian national history are a testament of the undisguised turn 
on the part of the authors towards a mystical experience of the world which 
is typical of gnosis. In all those cases, Bogomilism offers a pretext to engage 
in philosophical reflection on a variety of matters including the state and 
the nation. Other than this single common denominator, the writers are 
quite different. Donchev, who is always sensitive to current ideological 
fashions, goes for a characteristic New Age take, Zarev engages in satanist 
speculation, and Tsanev is alone in undertaking a consistent interpretation 
of Bulgarian history in dualist terms (an attempt which he ultimately comes 
to question himself). Regardless of individual differences, each of the writers 
obsessively returns to the familiar set of questions: “Who are we?”, “Where 
did we come from?”, “Where are we heading?”. Although they try to answer 
those questions in the spirit of postmodernism, paradoxically looking for 
the roots of modern relativism in the gnostic paradigm, they essentially 
remain loyal to the injunctions of their own culture in its modern form. In 
the texts, Bulgarians continue to be portrayed as undaunted heretics and 
seekers of transcendent values.

The enduring survival of this model cannot be explained away by 
invoking the effective forms of persuasion used by the elites for more 
than a hundred years. Modern cultural studies based on Freudian psy
choanalysis arguably throw extra light on the problem of the pregnant 
connections between collective identity and memory. According to Anker
smit, civilisational change involves a process where “civilizations will 
sometimes commit suicide and kill a former identity in order to acquire 
a new one,” resulting in a kind of historical void or absence:

[a] former identity is discarded ruthlessly, although with the greatest pain, 
and transformed into the cold heart of a new identity. […] In a civilization’s 
later life these discarded identities will remain present only as an absence. […] 
In the history of a civilization such dissociated pasts will ordinarily manifest 
themselves in what a civilization will tend to mythologize [Ankersmit 2005: 
367–368].
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The enduring survival of Bogomilism in Bulgarian cultural memory 
notwithstanding the centuries of the original movement’s absence from 
Bulgarian social life may be a case in question. With a symbolic potential 
capable of modifying meanings depending on historical and cultural 
contingency, Bogomilism understood as an ahistorical phenomenon, 
a collective lieu de memoire with a fluid meaning, remains the product of 
negotiations between voluntary amnesia and anamnesis, which reveal 
more about the values of modernity than they do about Bogomilism itself. 
The map of those silences and reminiscences suggests that the deep 
drama of alienation from the world of traditional values engenders a need 
for explication of the incertitude of one’s worldview. This need finds its 
legitimacy and nobility in the familiar Bogomilism.
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New Age
New Age is a term applied to a range of spiritual or religious beliefs and
practices that developed in Western nations during the 1970s. Precise scholarly
definitions of the New Age differ in their emphasis, largely as a result of its
highly eclectic structure. Although analytically often considered to be
religious, those involved in it typically prefer the designation of spiritual or
Mind, Body, Spirit and rarely use the term "New Age" themselves. Many
scholars of the subject refer to it as the New Age movement, although others
contest this term and suggest that it is better seen as a milieu or zeitgeist.

As a form of Western esotericism, the New Age drew heavily upon a number
of older esoteric traditions, in particular those that emerged from the occultist
current that developed in the eighteenth century. Such prominent occult
influences include the work of Emanuel Swedenborg and Franz Mesmer, as
well as the ideas of Spiritualism, New Thought, and Theosophy. A number of
mid-twentieth century influences, such as the UFO religions of the 1950s, the Counterculture of the 1960s, and the Human Potential
Movement, also exerted a strong influence on the early development of the New Age. The exact origins of the phenomenon remain
contested, but there is general agreement that it developed in the 1970s, at which time it was centred largely in the United Kingdom.
It expanded and grew largely in the 1980s and 1990s, in particular within the United States. By the start of the 21st century, the term
"New Age" was increasingly rejected within this milieu, with some scholars arguing that the New Age phenomenon had ended.

Despite its highly eclectic nature, a number of beliefs commonly found within the New Age have been identified. Theologically, the
New Age typically adopts a belief in a holistic form of divinity that imbues all of the universe, including human beings themselves.
There is thus a strong emphasis on the spiritual authority of the self. This is accompanied by a common belief in a wide variety of
semi-divine non-human entities, such as angels and masters, with whom humans can communicate, particularly through the form of
channeling. Typically viewing human history as being divided into a series of distinct ages, a common New Age belief is that
whereas once humanity lived in an age of great technological advancement and spiritual wisdom, it has entered a period of spiritual
degeneracy, which will be remedied through the establishment of a coming Age of Aquarius, from which the milieu gets its name.
There is also a strong focus on healing, particularly using forms of alternative medicine, and an emphasis on a New Age "science"
that seeks to unite science and spirituality.

Centred primarily in Western countries, those involved in the New Age have been primarily from middle and upper-middle-class
backgrounds. The degree to which New Agers are involved in the milieu varied considerably, from those who adopted a number of
New Age ideas and practices to those who fully embraced and dedicated their lives to it. The New Age has generated criticism from
established Christian organisations as well as modern Pagan and indigenous communities. From the 1990s onward, the New Age
became the subject of research by academic scholars of religious studies.
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The New Age phenomenon has proved difficult to define,[2]

with much scholarly disagreement as to its scope.[3] The
scholars Steven J. Sutcliffe and Ingvild Sælid Gilhus have
even suggested that it remains "among the most disputed of
categories in the study of religion".[4]

The scholar of religion Paul Heelas characterised the New
Age as "...an eclectic hotch-potch of beliefs, practices, and
ways of life" that can be identified as a singular phenomenon
through their use of "...the same (or very similar) lingua
franca to do with the human (and planetary) condition and
how it can be transformed."[5] Similarly, the historian of
religion Olav Hammer termed it "a common denominator for
a variety of quite divergent contemporary popular practices
and beliefs" that have emerged since the late 1970s and are "largely united by historical links, a shared discourse and an air de
famille".[6] According to Hammer, this New Age was a "fluid and fuzzy cultic milieu".[7] The sociologist of religion Michael York

Definitions

"One of the few things on which all scholars agree
concerning New Age is that it is difficult to define. Often,
the definition given actually reflects the background of the
scholar giving the definition. Thus, the New Ager views
New Age as a revolutionary period of history dictated by
the stars; the Christian apologist has often defined new
age as a cult; the historian of ideas understands it as a
manifestation of the perennial tradition; the philosopher
sees New Age as a monistic or holistic worldview; the
sociologist describes New Age as a new religious
movement (NRM); while the psychologist describes it as a
form of narcissism."

— Scholar of religion Daren Kemp, 2004.[1]
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described the New Age as "...an umbrella term that includes a great variety of groups and identities" that are united by their
"...expectation of a major and universal change being primarily founded on the individual and collective development of human

potential."[8]

The scholar of religion Wouter Hanegraaff adopted a different approach by asserting that "New Age" was "a label attached
indiscriminately to whatever seems to fit it" and that as a result it "means very different things to different people".[9] He thus argued
against the idea that the New Age could be considered "a unified ideology or Weltanschauung",[10] although he believed that it could
be considered a "more of less unified "movement"".[11] Conversely, various other scholars have suggested that the New Age is
insufficiently homogenous to be regarded as a singular movement.[12] As a replacement term, the sociologist of religion Steven Bruce
suggested that New Age was better seen as a milieu,[13] while scholar of religion George D. Chryssides suggested that it could be
understood as "a counter-cultural Zeitgeist".[14]

There is no central authority within the New Age phenomenon that can determine what counts as New Age and what does not.[15]

Many of those groups and individuals who could analytically be categorised as part of the New Age reject the term "New Age" in
reference to themselves.[16] Some even express active hostility to the term.[17] Rather than terming themselves "New Agers", those
involved in this milieu commonly describe themselves as spiritual "seekers",[18] and some self-identify as a member of a different
religious group, such as Christianity, Judaism, or Buddhism.[19] In 2003 Sutcliffe observed that the use of the term "New Age" was
"optional, episodic and declining overall", adding that among the very few individuals who did use it, they usually did so with
qualification, for instance by placing it in inverted commas.[20] Other academics, such as Sara MacKian, have argued that the sheer
diversity of the New Age renders the term too problematic for scholars to use.[21] MacKian proposed "everyday spirituality" as an
alternate term.[22]

While acknowledging that "New Age" was a problematic term, the scholar of religion James R. Lewis stated that it remained a useful
etic category for scholars to use because, "There exists no comparable term which covers all aspects of the movement."[23] Similarly,
Chryssides argued that the fact that "New Age" is a "theoretical concept" does not "undermine its usefulness or employability"; he
drew comparisons with "Hinduism", a similar "western etic piece of vocabulary" that scholars of religion used despite its
problems.[24]

In discussing the New Age, academics have varyingly referred to "New Age spirituality" and "New Age religion".[1] Those involved
in the New Age rarely consider it to be "religion"—negatively associating that term solely with organized religion—and instead
describe their practices as "spirituality".[25] Religious studies scholars, however, have repeatedly referred to the New Age milieu as a
"religion".[26] York described the New Age as a new religious movement (NRM).[27] Conversely, both Heelas and Sutcliffe rejected
this categorisation;[28] Heelas believed that while elements of the New Age represented NRMs, this did not apply to every New Age
group.[29] Similarly, Chryssides stated that the New Age could not be seen as "a religion" in itself.[30]

The New Age is also a form of Western esotericism.[31]

Hanegraaff regarded the New Age as a form of "popular
culture criticism", in that it represented a reaction against the
dominant Western values of Judeo-Christian religion and
rationalism,[32] adding that "New Age religion formulates
such criticism not at random, but falls back on" the ideas of
earlier Western esoteric groups.[10]

The New Age has also been identified by various scholars of
religion as part of the cultic milieu.[33] This concept,

developed by the sociologist Colin Campbell, refers to a social network of marginalised ideas. Through their shared marginalisation
within a given society, these disparate ideas interact and create new syntheses.[34]

Religion, spirituality, and esotericism

"The New Age movement is the cultic milieu having
become conscious of itself, in the later 1970s, as
constituting a more or less unified "movement". All
manifestations of this movement are characterized by a
popular western culture criticism expressed in terms of a
secularized esotericism."

— Scholar of esotericism Wouter Hanegraaff, 1996.[11]
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Hammer identified much of the New Age as corresponding to the concept of "folk religions" in that it seeks to deal with existential
questions regarding subjects like death and disease in "an unsystematic fashion, often through a process of bricolage from already
available narratives and rituals".[6] York also heuristically divides the New Age into three broad trends. The first, the social camp,
represents groups that primarily seek to bring about social change, while the second, the occult camp, instead focus on contact with
spirit entities and channeling. York's third group, the spiritual camp, represents a middle ground between these two camps that
focuses largely on individual development.[35]

The term new age, along with related terms like new era and new world, long predate the emergence of the New Age movement, and
have widely been used to assert that a better way of life for humanity is dawning.[36] It occurs commonly, for instance, in political
contexts; the Great Seal of the United States, designed in 1782, proclaims a "new order of ages", while in the 1980s the Soviet
Premier Mikhail Gorbachev proclaimed that "all mankind is entering a new age".[36] The term has also appeared within Western
esoteric schools of thought, having a scattered use from the mid-nineteenth century onward.[37] In 1864 the American
Swedenborgian Warren Felt Evans published The New Age and its Message, while in 1907 Alfred Orage and Holbrook Jackson
began editing a weekly journal of Christian liberalism and socialism titled The New Age.[38] The concept of a coming "new age" that
would be inaugurated by the return to Earth of Jesus Christ was a theme in the poetry of Wellesley Tudor Pole and Johanna
Brandt,[39] and then also appeared in the work of the American Theosophist Alice Bailey, who used the term prominently in such
titles as Disciplineship in the New Age (1944) and Education in the New Age (1954).[39]

Between the 1930s and 1960s a small number of groups and individuals became preoccupied with the concept of a coming "New
Age" and prominently used the term accordingly.[40] The term had thus become a recurring motif in the esoteric spirituality
milieu.[41] Sutcliffe therefore expressed the view that while the term "New Age" had originally been an "apocalyptic emblem", it
would only be later that it became "a tag or codeword for a 'spiritual' idiom".[42]

According to scholar Nevill Drury, the New Age has a "tangible history",[43] although Hanegraaff expressed the view that most New
Agers were "surprisingly ignorant about the actual historical roots of their beliefs".[44] Similarly, Hammer thought that "source
amnesia" was a "building block of a New Age worldview", with New Agers typically adopting ideas with no awareness of where
those ideas originated.[45]

As a form of Western esotericism,[46] the New Age has antecedents that stretch back to southern Europe in Late Antiquity.[47]

Following the Age of Enlightenment in 18th century Europe, new esoteric ideas developed in response to the development of
scientific rationality. Scholars call this new esoteric trend occultism, and this occultism was a key factor in the development of the
worldview from which the New Age emerged.[48]

One of the earliest influences on the New Age was the Swedish 18th century Christian mystic Emanuel Swedenborg, who professed
the ability to communicate with angels, demons, and spirits. Swedenborg's attempt to unite science and religion and his prediction of
a coming era in particular have been cited as ways that he prefigured the New Age.[49] Another early influence was the late 18th and
early 19th century German physician and hypnotist Franz Mesmer, who claimed the existence of a force known as "animal
magnetism" running through the human body.[50] The establishment of Spiritualism, an occult religion influenced by both
Swedenborgianism and Mesmerism, in the U.S. during the 1840s has also been identified as a precursor to the New Age, in particular
through its rejection of established Christianity, its claims to representing a scientific approach to religion, and its emphasis on
channeling spirit entities.[51]

A further major influence on the New Age was the Theosophical Society, an occult group co-founded by the Russian Helena
Blavatsky in the late 19th century. In her books Isis Unveiled (1877) and The Secret Doctrine (1888), Blavatsky claimed that her
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Society was conveying the essence of all world religions, and
it thus emphasized a focus on comparative religion.[53]

Serving as a partial bridge between Theosophical ideas and
those of the New Age was the American esotericist Edgar
Cayce, who founded the Association for Research and
Enlightenment.[54] Another influence was New Thought,
which developed in late nineteenth century New England as a

Christian-oriented healing movement before spreading
throughout the United States.[55] Another prominent influence was the psychologist Carl Jung.[56] Drury also identified as an
important influence upon the New Age the Indian Swami Vivekananda, an adherent of the philosophy of Vedanta who first brought
Hinduism to the West in the late 19th century.[57]

Hanegraaff believed that the New Age's direct antecedents could be found in the UFO religions of the 1950s, which he termed a
"proto-New Age movement".[58] Many of these new religious movements had strong apocalyptic beliefs regarding a coming new
age, which they typically asserted would be brought about by contact with extraterrestrials.[59] Examples of such groups included the
Aetherius Society, founded in the UK in 1955, and the Heralds of the New Age, established in New Zealand in 1956.[60]

From a historical perspective, the New Age phenomenon is rooted in the counterculture of the 1960s.[61] Although not common
throughout the counterculture, usage of the terms "New Age" and "Age of Aquarius" – used in reference to a coming era – were
found within it,[62] for instance appearing on adverts for the Woodstock festival of 1969,[63] and in the lyrics of "Aquarius", the
opening song of the 1967 musical Hair: The American Tribal Love-Rock Musical.[64] This decade also witnessed the emergence of a
variety of new religious movements and newly established religions in the United States, creating a spiritual milieu from which the
New Age drew upon; these included the San Francisco Zen Center, Transcendental Meditation, Soka Gakkai, the Inner Peace
Movement, the Church of All Worlds, and the Church of Satan.[65] Although there had been an established interest in Asian religious
ideas in the U.S. from at least the eighteenth-century,[66] many of these new developments were variants of Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Sufism, which had been imported to the West from Asia following the U.S. government's decision to rescind the Asian Exclusion

 in 1965.[67] In 1962 the  was established in , .[68]

Prominent esoteric thinkers who influenced the New Age include Helena Blavatsky (left) and Carl Jung (right)

"Most of the beliefs which characterise the New Age were
already present by the end of the 19th century, even to
such an extent that one may legitimately wonder whether
the New Age brings anything new at all."

— Historian of religion Wouter Hanegraaff, 1996.[52]
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Act in 1965.[67] In 1962 the Esalen Institute was established in Big Sur, California.[68]

Esalen and similar personal growth centers had developed links to humanistic
psychology, and from this, the human potential movement emerged, strongly influenced
the New Age.[69]

In Britain, a number of small religious groups that came to be identified as the "light"
movement had begun declaring the existence of a coming new age, influenced strongly
by the Theosophical ideas of Blavatsky and Bailey.[70] The most prominent of these
groups was the Findhorn Foundation, which founded the Findhorn Ecovillage in the
Scottish area of Findhorn, Moray in 1962.[71] Although its founders were from an older
generation, Findhorn attracted increasing numbers of countercultural baby boomers
during the 1960s, to the extent that its population had grown sixfold to circa 120
residents by 1972.[72] In October 1965, the founder of Findhorn, Peter Caddy, attended
a meeting of various prominent figures within Britain's esoteric milieu; titled "The Significance of the Group in the New Age", it was
held at Attingham Park over the course of a weekend.[73]

All of these groups created the backdrop from which the New Age movement emerged. As James R. Lewis and J. Gordon Melton
point out, the New Age phenomenon represents "a synthesis of many different preexisting movements and strands of thought".[74]

Nevertheless, York asserted that while the New Age bore many similarities with both earlier forms of Western esotericism and Asian
religion, it remained "distinct from its predecessors in its own self-consciousness as a new way of thinking".[75]

By the early 1970s, use of the term "New Age" was
increasingly common within the cultic milieu.[76] This was
because—according to Sutcliffe—the "emblem" of the "New
Age" had been passed from the "subcultural pioneers" in
groups like Findhorn to the wider array of "countercultural
baby boomers" between circa 1967 and 1974. He noted that
as this happened, the meaning of the term "New Age"
changed; whereas it had once referred specifically to a coming
era, at this point it came to be used in a wider sense to refer to
a variety of spiritual activities and practices.[77] In the latter
part of the 1970s, the New Age expanded to cover a wide
variety of alternative spiritual and religious beliefs and
practices, not all of which explicitly held to the belief in the
Age of Aquarius, but were nevertheless widely recognised as
broadly similar in their search for "alternatives" to
mainstream society.[78] In doing so, the "New Age" became a
banner under which to bring together the wider "cultic milieu"
of American society.[46]

The counterculture of the 1960s had rapidly declined by the
start of the 1970s, in large part due to the collapse of the commune movement,[79] but it would be many former members of the
counter-culture and hippie subculture who subsequently became early adherents of the New Age movement.[74] The exact origins of
the New Age movement remain an issue of debate; Melton asserted that it emerged in the early 1970s,[80] whereas Hanegraaff
instead traced its emergence to the latter 1970s, adding that it then entered its full development in the 1980s.[81] This early form of
the movement was based largely in Britain and exhibited a strong influence from Theosophy and Anthroposophy.[78] Hanegraaff
termed this early core of the movement the New Age sensu stricto, or "New Age in the strict sense".[82]

This barrel house was the first
dwelling constructed at the
Findhorn Ecovillage.

Emergence and development: c. 1970–2000

"The late 1950s saw the first stirrings within the cultic
milieu of a belief in a coming new age. A variety of small
movements arose, revolving around revealed messages
from beings in space and presenting a synthesis of post-
Theosophical and other esoteric doctrines. These
movements might have remained marginal, had it not been
for the explosion of the counterculture in the 1960s and
early 1970s. Various historical threads... began to
converge: nineteenth century doctrinal elements such as
Theosophy and post-Theosophical esotericism as well as
harmonious or positive thinking were now eclectically
combined with... religious psychologies: transpersonal
psychology, Jungianism and a variety of Eastern
teachings. It became perfectly feasible for the same
individuals to consult the I Ching, practice Jungian
astrology, read Abraham Maslow's writings on peak
experiences, etc. The reason for the ready incorporation of
such disparate sources was a similar goal of exploring an
individualized and largely non-Christian religiosity."

— Scholar of esotericism Olav Hammer, 2001.[76]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asian_Exclusion_Act
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Esalen_Institute
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Sur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanistic_psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_potential_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Findhorn_Foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Findhorn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moray
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Caddy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attingham_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._Gordon_Melton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commune
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hippie
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthroposophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Barrel_House.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Findhorn_Ecovillage


Hanegraaff terms the broader development the New Age sensu lato, or "New Age in the wider sense".[82] Stores that came to be
known as "New Age shops" opened up, selling related books, magazines, jewellery, and crystals, and they were typified by the
playing of New Age music and the smell of incense.[83]This probably influenced several thousand small metaphysical book- and gift-
stores that increasingly defined themselves as "New Age bookstores",[84] while New Age titles came to be increasingly available
from mainstream bookstores and then websites like Amazon.com.[85]

Not everyone who came to be associated with the New Age phenomenon openly embraced the term "New Age", although it was
popularised in books like David Spangler's 1977 work Revelation: The Birth of a New Age and Mark Satin's 1979 book New Age
Politics: Healing Self and Society.[86] Marilyn Ferguson's 1982 book The Aquarian Conspiracy has also been regarded as a landmark
work in the development of the New Age, promoting the idea that a new era was emerging.[87] Other terms that were employed
synonymously with "New Age" in this milieu included "Green", "Holistic", "Alternative", and "Spiritual".[88]

1971 witnessed the foundation of est by Werner H. Erhard, a transformational training course that became a prominent part of the
early movement.[89] Melton suggested that the 1970s witnessed the growth of a relationship between the New Age movement and the
older New Thought movement, as evidenced by the widespread use of Helen Schucman's A Course in Miracles (1975), New Age
music, and crystal healing in New Thought churches.[90] Some figures in the New Thought movement were sceptical, challenging the
compatibility of New Age and New Thought perspectives.[91] During these decades, Findhorn had become a site of pilgrimage for
many New Agers, and greatly expanded in size as people joined the community, with workshops and conferences being held there
that brought together New Age thinkers from across the world.[92]

Several key events occurred, which raised public awareness of the New Age
subculture: publication of Linda Goodman's best-selling astrology books Sun Signs
(1968) and Love Signs (1978); the release of Shirley MacLaine's book Out on a
Limb (1983), later adapted into a television mini-series with the same name (1987);
and the "Harmonic Convergence" planetary alignment on August 16 and 17,
1987,[93] organized by José Argüelles in Sedona, Arizona. The Convergence
attracted more people to the movement than any other single event.[94] Heelas
suggested that the movement was influenced by the "enterprise culture" encouraged
by the U.S. and U.K. governments during the 1980s onward, with its emphasis on
initiative and self-reliance resonating with any New Age ideas.[95]

The claims of channelers Jane Roberts (Seth Material), Helen Schucman (A Course
in Miracles), J. Z. Knight (Ramtha), Neale Donald Walsch (Conversations with God) (note that Walsch denies being a "channeler"
and his books make it obvious that he is not one, though the text emerged through a dialogue with a deeper part of himself in a
process comparable to automatic writing) contributed to the movement's growth.[96][97] The first significant exponent of the New
Age movement in the U.S. has been cited as Ram Dass.[98] Core works in the propagating New Age ideas included Jane Roberts's
Seth series, published from 1972 onward,[85] Helen Schucman's 1975 publication A Course in Miracles,[99] and James Redfield's
1993 work The Celestine Prophecy.[100] A variety of these books were best sellers, with the Seth book series for instance selling over
a million copies.[85] Supplementing these books were videos, audiotapes, compact discs and websites.[101] The development of the
internet in particular further popularized New Age ideas and made them more widely accessible.[102]

New Age ideas influenced the development of rave culture in the late 1980s and 1990s.[103] In Britain during the 1980s, the term
"New Age Travellers" came into use,[104] although York characterised this term as "a misnomer created by the media".[105] These
New Age Travellers had little to do with the New Age as the term was used more widely,[106] with scholar of religion Daren Kemp
observing that "New Age spirituality is not an essential part of New Age Traveller culture, although there are similarities between the
two worldviews".[107] The term "New Age" came to be used increasingly widely by the popular media in the 1990s.[104]

New Age shrine in Glastonbury,
England

Decline or transformation?: 1990–present
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By the late 1980s, some publishers dropped the term "New Age" as a marketing device.[108] In 1994, the scholar of religion Gordon
J. Melton presented a conference paper in which he argued that, given that he knew of nobody describing their practices as "New
Age" anymore, the New Age had died.[109] In 2001, Hammer observed that the term "New Age" had increasingly been rejected as
either pejorative or meaningless by individuals within the Western cultic milieu.[110] He also noted that within this milieu it was not
being replaced by any alternative, and that as such a sense of collective identity was being lost.[110]

Other scholars disagreed with Melton's idea; in 2004 Daren Kemp stated that "New Age is still very much alive".[111] Hammer
himself stated that "the New Age movement may be on the wane, but the wider New Age religiosity... shows no sign of
disappearing".[112] MacKian suggested that the New Age "movement" had been replaced by a wider "New Age sentiment" which
had come to pervade "the socio-cultural landscape" of Western countries.[113] Its diffusion into the mainstream may have been
influenced by the adoption of New Age concepts by high profile figures: U.S. First Lady Nancy Reagan consulted an astrologer,
British Princess Diana visited spirit mediums, and Norwegian Princess Märtha Louise established a school devoted to communicating
with angels.[114] New Age shops continued to operate, although many have been remarketed as "Mind, Body, Spirit".[115]

In 2015, the scholar of religion Hugh Urban argued that New Age spirituality is growing in the United States and can be expected to
become more visible: "According to many recent surveys of religious affiliation, the 'spiritual but not religious' category is one of the
fastest-growing trends in American culture, so the New Age attitude of spiritual individualism and eclecticism may well be an
increasingly visible one in the decades to come".[116]

The New Age places strong emphasis on the idea that the individual and their own experiences are the primary source of authority on
spiritual matters.[117] It exhibits what Heelas termed "unmediated individualism",[118] and reflects a world-view that is "radically
democratic".[119] It places an emphasis on the freedom and autonomy of the individual.[120] This emphasis has led to ethical
disagreements; some New Agers believe helping others is beneficial, although another view is that doing so encourages dependency
and conflicts with a reliance on the self.[121] Nevertheless, within the New Age, there are differences in the role accorded to voices of
authority outside of the self.[122] Hammer stated that "a belief in the existence of a core or true Self" is a "recurring theme" in New
Age texts.[123] The concept of "personal growth" is also greatly emphasised among New Agers,[124] while Heelas noted that "for
participants spirituality is life-itself".[125]

New Age religiosity is typified by its eclecticism.[126] Generally believing that there is no one true way to pursue spirituality,[127]

New Agers develop their own worldview "by combining bits and pieces to form their own individual mix",[128] seeking what Drury
called "a spirituality without borders or confining dogmas".[129] The anthropologist David J. Hess noted that in his experience, a
common attitude among New Agers was that "any alternative spiritual path is good because it is spiritual and alternative".[130] This
approach that has generated a common jibe that New Age represents "supermarket spirituality".[131] York suggested that this
eclecticism stemmed from the New Age's origins within late modern capitalism, with New Agers subscribing to a belief in a free
market of spiritual ideas as a parallel to a free market in economics.[132]

As part of its eclecticism, the New Age draws ideas from many different cultural and spiritual traditions from across the world, often
legitimising this approach by reference to "a very vague claim" about underlying global unity.[133] Certain societies are more usually
chosen over others;[134] examples include the ancient Celts, ancient Egyptians, the Essenes, Atlanteans, and ancient extra-
terrestrials.[135] As noted by Hammer: "to put it bluntly, no significant spokespersons within the New Age community claim to
represent ancient Albanian wisdom, simply because beliefs regarding ancient Albanians are not part of our cultural stereotypes".[136]

According to Hess, these ancient or foreign societies represent an exotic "Other" for New Agers, who are predominantly white
Westerners.[137]

Beliefs and practices

Eclecticism and self-spirituality

Theology, cosmogony, and cosmology
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A belief in divinity is integral to New Age ideas, although understandings of this
divinity vary.[138] New Age theology exhibits an inclusive and universalistic
approach that accepts all personal perspectives on the divine as equally valid.[139]

This intentional vagueness as to the nature of divinity also reflects the New Age idea
that divinity cannot be comprehended by the human mind or language.[140] New
Age literature nevertheless displays recurring traits in its depiction of the divine: the
first is the idea that it is holistic, thus frequently being described with such terms as
an "Ocean of Oneness", "Infinite Spirit", "Primal Stream", "One Essence", and
"Universal Principle".[140] A second trait is the characterisation of divinity as
"Mind", "Consciousness", and "Intelligence",[141] while a third is the description of
divinity as a form of "energy".[142] A fourth trait is the characterisation of divinity
as a "life force", the essence of which is creativity, while a fifth is the concept that
divinity consists of love.[143]

Most New Age groups believe in an Ultimate Source from which all things
originate, which is usually conflated with the divine.[144] Various creation myths
have been articulated in New Age publications outlining how this Ultimate Source
created the universe and everything in it.[145] In contrast, some New Agers
emphasise the idea of a universal inter-relatedness that is not always emanating from
a single source.[146] The New Age worldview emphasises holism and the idea that
everything in existence is intricately connected as part of a single whole,[147] in
doing so rejecting both the dualism of Judeo-Christian thought and the reductionism of Cartesian science.[148] A number of New
Agers have linked this holistic interpretation of the universe to the Gaia hypothesis of James Lovelock.[149] The idea of holistic
divinity results in a common New Age belief that humans themselves are divine in essence, a concept described using such terms as
"droplet of divinity", "inner Godhead", and "divine self".[150] Influenced by Theosophical and Anthroposophical ideas regarding
'subtle bodies',[151] a common New Age idea holds to the existence of a "Higher Self" that is a part of the human but connects with
the divine essence of the universe, and which can advise the human mind through intuition.[152]

Cosmogonical creation stories are common in New Age sources,[153] with these accounts reflecting the movement's holistic
framework by describing an original, primal oneness from which all things in the universe emanated.[154] An additional common
theme is that human souls – once living in a spiritual world – then descended into a world of matter.[155] The New Age movement
typically views the material universe as a meaningful illusion, which humans should try to use constructively rather than focus on
escaping into other spiritual realms.[156] This physical world is hence seen as "a domain for learning and growth" after which the
human soul might pass on to higher levels of existence.[157] There is thus a widespread belief that reality is engaged in an ongoing
process of evolution; rather than Darwinian evolution, this is typically seen as either a teleological evolution which assumes a process
headed to a specific goal, or an open-ended, creative evolution.[158]

MacKian argued that a central, but often overlooked, element
of the phenomenon was an emphasis on "spirit", and in
particular participants' desire for a relationship with
spirit.[160] Many practitioners in her UK-focused study
described themselves as "workers for spirit", expressing the
desire to help people learn about spirit.[161] They understood
various material signs as marking the presence of spirit, for
instance the unexpected appearance of a feather.[162] New
Agers often call upon this spirit to assist them in everyday
situations, for instance to ease the traffic flow on their way to
work.[163]

New Age meditation group at the
Snoqualmie Moondance festival,
1992

Spirit and channeling

"In the flood of channeled material which has been
published or delivered to "live" audiences in the last two
decades, there is much indeed that is trivial, contradictory,
and confusing. The authors of much of this material make
claims that, while not necessarily untrue or fraudulent, are
difficult or impossible for the reader to verify. A number
of other channeled documents address issues more
immediately relevant to the human condition. The best of
these writings are not only coherent and plausible, but
eloquently persuasive and sometimes disarmingly
moving."

— Academic Suzanne Riordan, 1992.[159]
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New Age literature often refers to benevolent non-human
spirit-beings who are interested in humanity's spiritual development; these are variously referred to as angels, guardian angels,
personal guides, masters, teachers, and contacts.[164] New Age angelology is nevertheless unsystematic, reflecting the idiosyncrasies
of individual authors.[165] The figure of Jesus Christ is often mentioned within New Age literature as a mediating principle between
divinity and humanity, as well as an exemplar of a spiritually advanced human being.[166]

Although not present in every New Age group,[167] a core belief within the milieu is in channeling.[168] This is the idea that humans
beings, sometimes (although not always) in a state of trance, can act "as a channel of information from sources other than their
normal selves".[169] These sources are varyingly described as being God, gods and goddesses, ascended masters, spirit guides,
extraterrestrials, angels, devas, historical figures, the collective unconscious, elementals, or nature spirits.[169] Hanegraaff described
channeling as a form of "articulated revelation",[170] and identified four forms: trance channeling, automatisms, clairaudient
channeling, and open channeling.[171]

Prominent examples of New Age channeling include Jane Roberts' claims that she was contacted by an entity called Seth, and Helen
Schucman's claims to have channeled Jesus Christ.[172] The academic Suzanne Riordan examined a variety of these New Age
channeled messages, noting that they typically "echoed each other in tone and content", offering an analysis of the human condition
and giving instructions or advice for how humanity can discover its true destiny.[173] For many New Agers, these channeled
messages rival the scriptures of the main world religions as sources of spiritual authority,[174] although often New Agers describe
historical religious revelations as forms of "channeling" as well, thus attempting to legitimate and authenticate their own
contemporary practices.[175] Although the concept of channeling from discarnate spirit entities has links to Spiritualism and
psychical research, the New Age does not feature Spiritualism's emphasis on proving the existence of life after death, nor psychical
research's focus of testing mediums for consistency.[176]

New Age thought typically envisions the world as developing through cosmological cycles that can be identified astrologically.[177]

It adopts this concept from Theosophy, although often presents it in a looser and more eclectic way than is found in Theosophical
teaching.[178] New Age literature often claims that humanity once lived in an age of spiritual wisdom.[179] In the writings of New
Agers like Edgar Cayce, the ancient period of spiritual wisdom is associated with concepts of supremely-advanced societies living on
lost continents such as Atlantis, Lemuria, and Mu, as well as the idea that ancient societies like those of Ancient Egypt were far more
technologically advanced than modern scholarship accepts.[180] New Age literature often posits that the ancient period of spiritual
wisdom gave way to an age of spiritual decline, sometimes termed the Age of Pisces.[179] Although characterised as being a negative
period for humanity, New Age literature views the Age of Pisces as an important learning experience for the species.[181] Hanegraaff
stated that New Age perceptions of history were "extremely sketchy" in their use of description,[181] reflecting little interest in
historiography and conflating history with myth.[182] He also noted that they were highly ethnocentric in placing Western civilization
at the centre of historical development.[178]

A common belief among the New Age is that humanity has entered, or is coming to enter, a new period known as the Age of
Aquarius,[183] which Melton has characterised as a "New Age of love, joy, peace, abundance, and harmony[...] the Golden Age
heretofore only dreamed about."[184] In accepting this belief in a coming new age, the milieu has been described as "highly positive,
celebratory, [and] utopian",[185] and has also been cited as an apocalyptic movement.[186] Opinions about the nature of the coming
Age of Aquarius differ among New Agers.[187] There are for instance differences in belief about its commencement; New Age author
David Spangler claimed that it began in 1967,[188] others placed its beginning with the Harmonic Convergence of 1987,[189] author
José Argüelles predicted its start in 2012,[190] and some believe that it will not begin until several centuries into the third
millennium.[191]

There are also differences in how this new age is envisioned.[192] Those adhering to what Hanegraaff termed the "moderate"
perspective believed that it would be marked by an improvement to current society, which affected both New Age concerns—through
the convergence of science and mysticism and the global embrace of alternative medicine—to more general concerns, including an
end to violence, crime and war, a healthier environment, and international co-operation.[193] Other New Agers adopt a fully utopian
vision, believing that the world will be wholly transformed into an "Age of Light", with humans evolving into totally spiritual beings

[194]

Astrological cycles and the Age of Aquarius

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guardian_angel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mediumship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gods
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goddesses
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ascended_masters
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spirit_guide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extraterrestrial_life
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deva_(New_Age)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collective_unconscious
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elemental
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nature_spirit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spiritualism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychical_research
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astrology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lost_lands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lemuria_(continent)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mu_(lost_continent)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egypt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Pisces
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historiography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnocentrism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_world
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Aquarius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apocalypticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_phenomenon


and experiencing unlimited love, bliss, and happiness.[194] Rather than conceiving
of the Age of Aquarius as an indefinite period, many believe that it would last for
around two thousand years before being replaced by a further age.[195]

There are various beliefs within the milieu as to how this new age will come about,
but most emphasise the idea that it will be established through human agency; others
assert that it will be established with the aid of non-human forces such as spirits or
extra-terrestrials.[196] Ferguson for instance claimed that there was a vanguard of
humans known as the "Aquarian conspiracy" who were helping to bring the Age of
Aquarius forth through their actions.[197] Participants in the New Age typically
express the view that their own spiritual actions are helping to bring about the Age
of Aquarius,[198] with writers like Ferguson and Argüelles presenting themselves as
prophets ushering forth this future era.[199]

Another recurring element of New Age is an emphasis on healing and alternative medicine.[200][201] The general New Age ethos is
that health is the natural state for the human being and that illness is a disruption of that natural balance.[202] Hence, New Age
therapies seek to heal "illness" as a general concept that includes physical, mental, and spiritual aspects; in doing so it critiques
mainstream Western medicine for simply attempting to cure disease, and thus has an affinity with most forms of traditional
medicine.[203] Its focus of self-spirituality has led to the emphasis of self-healing,[204] although also present are ideas on healing both
others and the Earth itself.[205]

The healing elements of the movement are difficult to classify given that a variety of terms are
used, with some New Age authors using different terms to refer to the same trends, while
others use the same term to refer to different things.[206] However, Hanegraaff developed a set
of categories into which the forms of New Age healing could be roughly categorised. The first
of these was the Human Potential Movement, which argues that contemporary Western
society suppresses much human potential, and accordingly professes to offer a path through
which individuals can access those parts of themselves that they have alienated and
suppressed, thus enabling them to reach their full potential and live a meaningful life.[207]

Hanegraaff described transpersonal psychology as the "theoretical wing" of this Human
Potential Movement; in contrast to other schools of psychological thought, transpersonal
psychology takes religious and mystical experiences seriously by exploring the uses of altered
states of consciousness.[208] Closely connected to this is the shamanic consciousness current,
which argues that the shaman was a specialist in altered states of consciousness and seeks to
adopt and imitate traditional shamanic techniques as a form of personal healing and
growth.[209]

Hanegraaff identified the second main healing current in the New Age movement as being
holistic health. This emerged in the 1970s out of the free clinic movement of the 1960s, and has various connections with the Human
Potential Movement.[210] It emphasises the idea that the human individual is a holistic, interdependent relationship between mind,
body, and spirit, and that healing is a process in which an individual becomes whole by integrating with the powers of the
universe.[211] A very wide array of methods are utilised within the holistic health movement, with some of the most common
including acupuncture, reiki, biofeedback, chiropractic, yoga, kinesiology, homeopathy, aromatherapy iridology, massage and other
forms of bodywork, meditation and visualisation, nutritional therapy, psychic healing, herbal medicine, healing using crystals, metals,
music, chromotherapy, and reincarnation therapy.[212] The use of crystal healing has become a particularly prominent visual trope
within the New Age;[213] this practice was not common in esotericism prior to their adoption in the New Age milieu.[214] The
mainstreaming of the Holistic Health movement in the UK is discussed by Maria Tighe. The inter-relation of holistic health with the
New Age movement is illustrated in Jenny Butler's ethnographic description of "Angel therapy" in Ireland.[201]

Astrological ideas hold a central
place in the New Age

Healing and alternative medicine

Reiki is one of the
alternative therapies
commonly found in the New
Age movement.
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According to Drury, the New Age attempts to create "a
worldview that includes both science and spirituality",[43]

while Hess noted how New Agers have "a penchant for
bringing together the technical and the spiritual, the scientific
and the religious".[216] Although New Agers typically reject
rationalism, the scientific method, and the academic
establishment, they employ terminology and concepts
borrowed from science and particularly from the New
Physics.[217] Moreover, a number of prominent influences on
New Age, such as David Bohm and Ilya Prigogine, had
backgrounds as professional scientists.[218] Hanegraaff
identified "New Age science" as a form of
Naturphilosophie.[219]

In this, the milieu is interested in developing unified world views to discover the nature of the divine and establish a scientific basis
for religious belief.[218] Figures in the New Age movement—most notably Fritjof Capra in his The Tao of Physics (1975)—have
drawn parallels between theories in the New Physics and traditional forms of mysticism, thus arguing that ancient religious ideas are
now being proven by contemporary science.[220] Many New Agers have adopted James Lovelock's Gaia hypothesis that the Earth
acts akin to a single living organism, although have expanded this idea to include the idea that the Earth has consciousness and
intelligence.[221]

Despite New Agers' appeals to science, most of the academic and scientific establishments dismiss "New Age science" as pseudo-
science, or at best existing in part on the fringes of genuine scientific research.[222] This is an attitude also shared by many active in
the field of parapsychology.[223] In turn, New Agers often accuse the scientific establishment of pursuing a dogmatic and outmoded
approach to scientific enquiry,[224] believing that their own understandings of the universe will replace those of the academic
establishment in a paradigm shift.[217]

There is no ethical cohesion within the New Age phenomenon,[225] although Hanegraaff argued that the central ethical tenet of the
New Age is to cultivate one's own divine potential.[226] Given that the movement's holistic interpretation of the universe prohibits a
belief in a dualistic good and evil,[227] negative events that happen are interpreted not as the result of evil but as lessons designed to
teach an individual and enable them to advance spiritually.[228] It rejects the Christian emphasis on sin and guilt, believing that these
generate fear and thus negativity, which then hinder spiritual evolution.[229] It also typically criticises the blaming and judging of
others for their actions, believing that if an individual adopts these negative attitudes it harms their own spiritual evolution.[230]

Instead the movement emphasizes positive thinking, although beliefs regarding the power behind such thoughts vary within New Age
literature.[231] Common New Age examples of how to generate such positive thinking include the repeated recitation of mantras and
statements carrying positive messages,[232] and the visualisation of a white light.[233]

According to Hanegraaff, the question of death and afterlife is not a "pressing problem requiring an answer" in the New Age.[234] A
belief in reincarnation is very common, where it often viewed as being part of an individual's progressive spiritual evolution toward
realisation of their own divinity.[235] In New Age literature, the reality of reincarnation is usually treated as self-evident, with no
explanation as to why practitioners embrace this afterlife belief over others,[236] although New Agers endorse it in the belief that it
ensures cosmic justice.[237] Many New Agers believe in karma, treating it as a law of cause and effect that assures cosmic balance,
although in some cases they stress that it is not a system that enforces punishment for past actions.[238] In much New Age literature
on reincarnation, it is claimed that part of the human soul, that which carries the personality, perishes with the death of the body,
while the Higher Self – that which connects with divinity – survives in order to be reborn into another body.[239] It is believed that
the Higher Self chooses the body and circumstances into which it will be born, in order to use it as a vessel through which to learn
new lessons and thus advance its own spiritual evolution.[240] Prominent New Age writers like Shakti Gawain and Louise Hay

"New Age science"

"The New Age is essentially about the search for spiritual
and philosophical perspectives that will help transform
humanity and the world. New Agers are willing to absorb
wisdom teachings wherever they can find them, whether
from an Indian guru, a renegade Christian priest, an
itinerant Buddhist monk, an experiential psychotherapist
or a Native American shaman. They are eager to explore
their own inner potential with a view to becoming part of
a broader process of social transformation. Their journey
is towards totality of being."

— New Ager Nevill Drury, 2004.[215]

Ethics and afterlife
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therefore express the view that humans are responsible for the events that happen to them during their life, an idea that many New
Agers regard as empowering.[241] At times, past life regression are employed within the New Age in order to reveal a Higher Soul's
previous incarnations, usually with an explicit healing purpose.[242] Some practitioners espouse the idea of a "soul group" or "soul
family", a group of connected souls who reincarnate together as family of friendship units.[243] Rather than reincarnation, another
afterlife belief found among New Agers holds that an individual's soul returns to a "universal energy" on bodily death.[243]

In the mid-1990s, the New Age was found primarily in the
United States and Canada, Western Europe, and Australia and
New Zealand.[245] The fact that most individuals engaging in
New Age activity do not describe themselves as "New Agers"
renders it difficult to determine how many practitioners there
are.[23] Heelas highlighted the range of attempts to establish
the number of New Age participants in the U.S. during this
period, noting that estimates ranged from 20,000 to 6 million;
he believed that the higher ranges of these estimates were greatly inflated by, for instance, an erroneous assumption that all
Americans who believed in reincarnation were part of the movement.[246] He nevertheless suggested that over 10 million people in
the U.S. had had some contact with New Age practices or ideas.[247] In 2006, Heelas stated that New Age practices had grown to
such an extent that they were "increasingly rivalling the sway of Christianity in western settings".[248]

Sociological investigation indicates that certain sectors of society are more likely to engage in New Age practices than others.[249]

The majority of participants are from the middle and upper-middle classes of Western society.[250] Sutcliffe noted that although most
influential New Age figureheads were male,[251] approximately two-thirds of its participants were female.[252] The movement is
strongly gendered; sociologist Ciara O'Connor argues that it shows a tension between commodification and women's
empowerment.[253] Sutcliffe described the "typical" participant in the New Age milieu as being "a religious individualist, mixing and
matching cultural resources in an animated spiritual quest".[18]

In the United States, the first people to embrace the New Age belonged to the baby
boomer generation, those born between 1946 and 1964.[254] Heelas added that within
that broad demographic, the movement had nevertheless attracted a diverse
clientele.[255] He typified the typical New Ager as someone who was well-educated yet
disenchanted with mainstream society, thus arguing that the movement catered to those
who believe that modernity is in crisis.[256] He suggested that the movement appealed to
many former practitioners of the 1960s counter-culture because while they came to feel
that they were unable to change society, they were nonetheless interested in changing the
self.[257] He believed that many individuals had been "culturally primed for what the
New Age has to offer",[258] with the New Age attracting "expressive" people who were
already comfortable with the ideals and outlooks of the movement's self-spirituality
focus.[259] It could be particularly appealing because the New Age suited the needs of

the individual, whereas traditional religious options that are available primarily catered for the needs of a community.[260] He
believed that although the adoption of New Age beliefs and practices by some fitted the model of religious conversion,[261] others
who adopted some of its practices could not easily be considered to have converted to the religion.[262]

The degree to which individuals are involved in the New Age varies.[263] Heelas argued that those involved could be divided into
three broad groups; the first comprised those who were completely dedicated to it and its ideals, often working in professions that
furthered those goals. The second consisted of "serious part-timers" who worked in unrelated fields but who nevertheless spent much
of their free time involved in movement activities. The third was that of "casual part-timers" who occasionally involved themselves in
New Age activities but for whom the movement was not a central aspect of their life.[264] MacKian instead suggested that
involvement could be seen as being layered like an onion; at the core are "consultative" practitioners who devote their life to New
Age practices, around that are "serious" practitioners who still invest considerable effort into New Age activities, and on the

Demographics

By the early twenty-first century... [the New Age
phenomenon] has an almost entirely white, middle-class
demography largely made up of professional, managerial,
arts, and entrepreneurial occupations.

— Religious studies scholar Steven J. Sutcliffe.[244]

Stonehenge is a site visited by
New Age pilgrims, as seen in this
midsummer rave
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periphery are "non-practitioner consumers", individuals affected by he general dissemination of New Age ideas but who do not
devote themselves more fully to them.[265] Many New Age practices have filtered into wider Western society, with a 2000 poll for
instance revealing that 39% of the UK population had tried alternative therapies.[266]

In 1995, Kyle stated that on the whole, New Agers in the United States preferred the values of the Democratic Party over those of the
Republican Party. He added that most New Agers "soundly rejected" the agenda of former Republican President Ronald Reagan.[267]

MacKian suggested that this phenomenon was "an inherently social mode of spirituality", one which cultivated a sense of belonging
among its participants and encouraged relations both with other humans and with non-human, otherworldly spirit entities.[268]

MacKian suggested that these communities "may look very different" from those of traditional religious groups.[269]

Online connections were one of the ways that interested individuals met new contacts and established networks.[270]

Some New Agers advocate living in a simple and sustainable
manner to reduce humanity's impact on the natural resources of
Earth; and they shun consumerism.[271][272] The New Age
movement has been centered around rebuilding a sense of
community to counter social disintegration; this has been
attempted through the formation of intentional communities,
where individuals come together to live and work in a
communal lifestyle.[273] Bruce argued that in seeking to
"denying the validity of externally imposed controls and
privileging the divine within", the New Age sought to
dismantle pre-existing social order, but that it failed to present
anything adequate in its place.[274] Heelas however cautioned
that Bruce had arrived at this conclusion based on "flimsy
evidence".[275]

New Age centres have been set up in various parts of the world,
representing an institutionalised form of the movement.[276]

Notable examples include the Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado, Holly Hock Farm near to Vancouver, the Wrekin Trust in West
Malvern, Worcestershire, and the Skyros Centre in Skyros.[277]

Criticising mainstream Western education as counterproductive to the ethos of the movement, many New Age groups have
established their own schools for the education of children, although in other cases such groups have sought to introduce New Age
spiritual techniques into pre-existing establishments.[278]

New Age spirituality has led to a wide array of literature on the subject and an active niche market, with books, music, crafts, and
services in alternative medicine available at New Age stores, fairs, and festivals. New Age fairs – sometimes known as "Mind, Body,
Spirit fairs", "psychic fairs", or "alternative health fairs" – are spaces in which a variety of goods and services are displayed by
different vendors, including forms of alternative medicine and esoteric practices such as palmistry or tarot card reading.[279] A
prominent example is the Mind Body Spirit Festival, held annually in the United Kingdom,[280] at which – the religious studies
scholar Christopher Partridge noted – one could encounter "a wide range of beliefs and practices from crystal healing to ... Kirlian
photography to psychic art, from angels to past-life therapy, from Theosophy to UFO religion, and from New Age music to the
vegetarianism of Suma Chign Hai."[281] Similar festivals are held across Europe and in Australia and the United States.[282]

Social communities

Commercial aspects

Isis, a New Age shop named after the Ancient Egyptian
goddess that is located in St Albans, southern England

Fairs and festivals
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A number of New Age proponents have emphasised the use of spiritual techniques as a tool for attaining financial prosperity, thus
moving the movement away from its counter-cultural origins.[283] Commenting on this "New Age capitalism", Hess observed that it
was largely small-scale and entrepreneurial, focused around small companies run by members of the petty bourgeoisie, rather than
being dominated by large scale multinational corporations.[284] The links between New Age and commercial products have resulted
in the accusation that New Age itself is little more than a manifestation of consumerism.[285] This idea is generally rejected by New
Age participants, who often reject any link between their practices and consumerist activities.[286]

Embracing this attitude, various books have been published espousing such an ethos, established New Age centres have held spiritual
retreats and classes aimed specifically at business people, and New Age groups have developed specialised training for
businesses.[287] During the 1980s, many prominent U.S. corporations—among them IBM, AT&T, and General Motors—embraced
New Age seminars, hoping that they could increase productivity and efficiency among their work force,[288] although in several
cases this resulted in employees bringing legal action against their employers, claiming that such seminars had infringed on their
religious beliefs or damaged their psychological health.[289] However, the use of spiritual techniques as a method for attaining profit
has been an issue of major dispute within the wider New Age movement,[290] with prominent New Agers such as Spangler and
Matthew Fox criticising what they see as trends within the community that are narcissistic and lack a social conscience.[291] In
particular, the movement's commercial elements have caused problems given that they often conflict with its general economically-
egalitarian ethos; as York highlighted, "a tension exists in New Age between socialistic egalitarianism and capitalistic private
enterprise".[292]

Given that it encourages individuals to choose spiritual practices on the grounds of personal preference and thus encourages them to
behave as a consumer, the New Age has been considered to be well suited to modern society.[293]

The term "New Age music" is applied, sometimes in a derogative manner, to forms of ambient music, a genre that developed in the
1960s and was popularised in the 1970s, particularly with the work of Brian Eno.[294] The genre's relaxing nature resulted in it
becoming popular within New Age circles,[294] with some forms of the genre having a specifically New Age orientation.[295] Studies
have determined that new-age music can be an effective component of stress management.[296]

The style began in the late 1960s and early 1970s with the works of free-form jazz groups recording on the ECM label; such as
Oregon, the Paul Winter Consort, and other pre-ambient bands; as well as ambient music performer Brian Eno, classical avant-garde
musician Daniel Kobialka,[297][298] and the psychoacoustic environments recordings of Irv Teibel.[299] In the early 1970s, it was
mostly instrumental with both acoustic and electronic styles. New-age music evolved to include a wide range of styles from
electronic space music using synthesizers and acoustic instrumentals using Native American flutes and drums, singing bowls,
Australian didgeredoos and world music sounds to spiritual chanting from other cultures.[297][298]

While many commentators have focused on the spiritual and cultural aspects of the New Age movement, it also has a political
component. The New Age political movement became visible in the 1970s, peaked in the 1980s, and continued into the 1990s.[300]

The sociologist of religion Steven Bruce noted that the New Age provides ideas on how to deal with "our socio-psychological
problems".[301] Scholar of religion James R. Lewis observed that, despite the common caricature of New Agers as narcissistic,
"significant numbers" of them were "trying to make the planet a better place on which to live," [302] and scholar J. Gordon Melton's
New Age Encyclopedia (1990) included an entry called "New Age politics". [303] Some New Agers have entered the political system
in an attempt to advocate for the societal transformation that the New Age promotes.[304]

Approaches to financial prosperity and business

Music

Politics

Ideas
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Although New Age activists have been motivated by New Age concepts like holism, interconnectedness, monism, and
environmentalism, their political ideas are diverse,[304] ranging from far-right and conservative through to liberal, socialist, and
libertarian.[132] Accordingly, Kyle stated that "New Age politics is difficult to describe and categorize. The standard political labels
—left or right, liberal or conservative–miss the mark."[304] MacKian suggested that the New Age operated as a form of "world-
realigning infrapolitics" that undermines the disenchantment of modern Western society.[305]

The extent to which New Age spokespeople mix religion and politics varies.[306] New Agers are often critical of the established
political order, regarding it as "fragmented, unjust, hierarchical, patriarchal, and obsolete".[304] The New Ager Mark Satin for
instance spoke of "New Age politics" as a politically radical "third force" that was "neither left nor right". He believed that in contrast
to the conventional political focus on the "institutional and economic symptoms" of society's problems, his "New Age politics" would
focus on "psychocultural roots" of these issues.[307] Ferguson regarded New Age politics as "a kind of Radical Centre", one that was
"not neutral, not middle-of-the-road, but a view of the whole road."[308] Fritjof Capra argued that Western societies have become
sclerotic because of their adherence to an outdated and mechanistic view of reality, which he calls the Newtonian/Cartesian
paradigm.[309] In Capra's view, the West needs to develop an organic and ecological "systems view" of reality in order to
successfully address its social and political issues.[309] Corinne McLaughlin argued that politics need not connote endless power
struggles, that a new "spiritual politics" could attempt to synthesize opposing views on issues into higher levels of
understanding.[310]

Many New Agers advocate globalisation and localisation, but reject nationalism and the role of the nation-state.[311] Some New Age
spokespeople have called for greater decentralisation and global unity, but are vague about how this might be achieved; others call for
a global, centralised government.[312] Satin for example argued for a move away from the nation-state and towards self-governing
regions that, through improved global communication networks, would help engender world unity.[313] Benjamin Creme conversely
argued that "the Christ," a great Avatar, Maitreya, the World Teacher, expected by all the major religions as their "Awaited One,"
would return to the world and establish a strong, centralised global government in the form of the United Nations; this would be
politically re-organised along a spiritual hierarchy.[314] Kyle observed that New Agers often speak favourably of democracy and
citizens' involvement in policy making but are critical of representative democracy and majority rule, thus displaying elitist ideas to
their thinking.[267]

Writers who have espoused political ideas influenced by New Age perspectives included Mark Satin (left) and
Benjamin Creme (right).

Groups
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Scholars have noted several New Age political groups. Self-Determination: A
Personal/Political Network, lauded by Ferguson[315] and Satin,[316] was described at
length by sociology of religion scholar Steven Tipton.[317] Founded in 1975 by
California state legislator John Vasconcellos and others, it encouraged Californians
to engage in personal growth work and political activities at the same time,
especially at the grassroots level.[318] Hanegraaff noted another California-based
group, the Institute of Noetic Sciences, headed by author Willis Harman. It
advocated a change in consciousness – in "basic underlying assumptions" – in order
to come to grips with global crises.[319] Kyle said that the New York City-based
Planetary Citizens organization, headed by United Nations consultant and Earth at
Omega author Donald Keys, sought to implement New Age political ideas.[320]

Scholar J. Gordon Melton and colleagues focused on the New World Alliance, a
Washington, DC-based organization founded in 1979 by Mark Satin and others. According to Melton et al., the Alliance tried to
combine left- and right-wing ideas as well as personal growth work and political activities. Group decision-making was facilitated by
short periods of silence.[321] Sponsors of the Alliance's national political newsletter included Willis Harman and John
Vasconcellos.[322] Scholar James R. Lewis counted "Green politics" as one of the New Age's more visible activities.[302] One
academic book claims that the U.S. Green Party movement began as an initiative of a handful of activists including Charlene
Spretnak, co-author of a "'new age' interpretation" of the German Green movement (Capra and Spretnak's Green Politics), and Mark
Satin, author of New Age Politics.[323] Another academic publication says Spretnak and Satin largely co-drafted the U.S. Greens'
founding document, the "Ten Key Values" statement.[324]

While the term "New Age" may have fallen out of favor,[110][325] scholar George
Chryssides notes that the New Age by whatever name is "still alive and active" in the 21st
century.[14] In the realm of politics, New Ager Mark Satin's book Radical Middle (2004)
reached out to mainstream liberals.[326][327] York (2005) identified "key New Age
spokespeople" including William Bloom, Satish Kumar, and Starhawk who were
emphasizing a link between spirituality and environmental consciousness.[328] Former
Esalen Institute staffer Stephen Dinan's Sacred America, Sacred World (2016) prompted a
long interview of Dinan in Psychology Today, which called the book a "manifesto for our
country's evolution that is both political and deeply spiritual".[329]

In 2013 longtime New Age author Marianne Williamson launched a campaign for a seat in
the United States House of Representatives, telling The New York Times that her type of
spirituality was what American politics needed.[330] "America has swerved from its ethical
center", she said.[330] Running as an independent in west Los Angeles, she finished fourth
in her district's open primary election with 13% of the vote.[331]

Mainstream periodicals tended to be less than sympathetic; sociologist Paul Ray and psychologist Sherry Anderson discussed in their
2000 book The Cultural Creatives, what they called the media's "zest for attacking" New Age ideas, and offered the example of a
1996 Lance Morrow essay in Time magazine.[325] Nearly a decade earlier, Time had run a long cover story critical of New Age
culture; the cover featured a head shot of a famous actress beside the headline, "Om.... THE NEW AGE starring Shirley MacLaine,
faith healers, channelers, space travelers, and crystals galore".[332] The story itself, by former Saturday Evening Post editor Otto

The New World Alliance was one of
several New Age political groups in
the 1970s and 1980s.

In the 21st century

New Age author Marianne
Williamson campaigned for a
seat in the U.S. Congress in
2013–2014.
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Friedrich, was sub-titled, "A Strange Mix of Spirituality and Superstition Is Sweeping Across the Country".[333] In 1988, the
magazine The New Republic ran a four-page critique of New Age culture and politics by journalist Richard Blow entitled simply,
"Moronic Convergence".[334]

Some New Agers and New Age sympathizers responded to such criticisms. For example, sympathizers Ray and Anderson said that
much of it was an attempt to "stereotype" the movement for idealistic and spiritual change, and to cut back on its popularity.[325]

New Age theoretician David Spangler tried to distance himself from what he called the "New Age glamour" of crystals, talk-show
channelers, and other easily commercialized phenomena, and sought to underscore his commitment to the New Age as a vision of
genuine social transformation.[335]

Initially, academic interest in the New Age was minimal.[336] The earliest academic
studies of the New Age phenomenon were performed by specialists in the study of
new religious movements such as Robert Ellwood.[337] This research was often
scanty because many scholars regarded the New Age as an insignificant cultural
fad.[338] Having been influenced by the U.S. anti-cult movement, much of it was
also largely negative and critical of New Age groups.[339] The "first truly scholarly
study" of the phenomenon was an edited volume put together by James R. Lewis and
J. Gordon Melton in 1992.[336] From that point on, the number of published
academic studies steadily increased.[336]

In 1994, Christoph Bochinger published his study of the New Age in Germany,
"New Age" und moderne Religion.[336] This was followed by Michael York's
sociological study in 1995 and Richard Kyle's U.S.-focused work in 1995.[340] In
1996, Paul Heelas published a sociological study of the movement in Britain, being
the first to discuss its relationship with business.[341] That same year, Wouter
Hanegraaff published New Age Religion and Western Culture, a historical analysis of New Age texts;[342] Hammer later described it
as having "a well-deserved reputation as the standard reference work on the New Age".[343] Most of these early studies were based
on a textual analysis of New Age publications, rather than on an ethnographic analysis of its practitioners.[344]

Sutcliffe and Gilhus argued that 'New Age studies' could be seen as having experienced two waves; in the first, scholars focused on
"macro-level analyses of the content and boundaries" of the "movement", while the second wave featured "more variegated and
contextualized studies of particular beliefs and practices".[345] Sutcliffe and Gilhus have also expressed concern that, as of 2013,
'New Age studies' has yet to formulate a set of research questions scholars can pursue.[345] The New Age has proved a challenge for
scholars of religion operating under more formative models of what "religion" is.[346] By 2006, Heelas noted that the New Age was
so vast and diverse that no scholar of the subject could hope to keep up with all of it.[347]

Mainstream Christianity has typically rejected the ideas of the New Age.[348] Most published criticism of the New Age has been
produced by Christians, particularly those on the religion's fundamentalist wing.[349] In the United States, the New Age became a
major concern of evangelical Christian groups in the 1980s, an attitude that came to influence British evangelical groups.[350] During
that decade, evangelical writers such as Constance Cumbey, Dave Hunt, Gary North, and Douglas Groothuis published books
criticising the New Age from their Christian perspective; a number of them have been characterised as propagating conspiracy
theories regarding the origin and purpose of the movement.[351] The most successful such publication however was Frank E. Peretti's
1986 novel This Present Darkness, which sold over a million copies; it depicted the New Age as being in league with feminism and
secular education as part of a conspiracy to overthrow Christianity.[352]

Academia

One of the first academics to study
the New Age was Wouter Hanegraaff

Christian perspectives
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Official responses to the New Age have been produced by major Christian organisations like the Roman Catholic Church, Church of
England, and Methodist Church.[348] The Roman Catholic Church published A Christian reflection on the New Age in 2003,
following a six-year study; the 90-page document criticizes New Age practices such as yoga, meditation, feng shui, and crystal
healing.[353][354] According to the Vatican, euphoric states attained through New Age practices should not be confused with prayer
or viewed as signs of God's presence.[355] Cardinal Paul Poupard, then-president of the Pontifical Council for Culture, said the "New
Age is a misleading answer to the oldest hopes of man".[353] Monsignor Michael Fitzgerald, then-president of the Pontifical Council
for Interreligious Dialogue, stated at the Vatican conference on the document: the "Church avoids any concept that is close to those of
the New Age".[356] There are other Christian groups that have adopted a more positive view of the New Age, among them the New
Age Catholics, Christaquarians, and Christians Awakening to a New Awareness, all of which believe that New Age ideas can enhance
a person's Christian faith.[357]

An issue of academic debate has been regarding the
connection between the New Age movement and
contemporary Paganism, or Neo-Paganism.[358] The two
phenomena have often being confused and conflated,
particularly in Christian critiques.[359] Religious studies
scholar Sarah Pike asserted that there was a "significant
overlap" between the two religious movements,[360] while
Aidan A. Kelly stated that Paganism "parallels the New Age
movement in some ways, differs sharply from it in others, and overlaps it in some minor ways".[361] Other scholars have identified
them as distinct phenomena that share overlap and commonalities.[362] Hanegraaff suggested that whereas various forms of
contemporary Paganism were not part of the New Age movement – particularly those that pre-dated the movement – other Pagan
religions and practices could be identified as New Age.[363] Partridge portrayed both Paganism and the New Age as different streams
of occulture (occult culture) that merge at points.[364]

Various differences between the two movements have been highlighted; the New Age movement focuses on an improved future,
whereas the focus of Paganism is on the pre-Christian past.[365] Similarly, the New Age movement typically propounds a universalist
message that sees all religions as fundamentally the same, whereas Paganism stresses the difference between monotheistic religions
and those embracing a polytheistic or animistic theology.[365] While the New Age emphasises a light-centred image, Paganism
acknowledges both light and dark, life and death, and recognises the savage side of the natural world.[366] Many Pagans have sought
to distance themselves from the New Age movement, even using "New Age" as an insult within their community, while conversely
many involved in the New Age have expressed criticism of Paganism for emphasizing the material world over the spiritual.[367]

Many Pagans have expressed criticism of the high fees charged by New Age teachers, something not typically present in the Pagan
movement,[368] with some Pagans pronouncing the word "newage" to rhyme with "sewage".[369]

One of the most contentious aspects of the New Age has been
its adoption of spiritual ideas and practises from other,
particularly non-Western cultures.[132] Its belief that all
traditions are free for anyone to use, rather than the private
property of particular communities, has resulted in New Agers
adopting and marketing the practices of Third World
societies.[371] These have included "Hawaiian Kahuna magic,
Australian Aboriginal dream-working, South American
Amerindian ayahuasca and San Pedro ceremony, Hindu
Ayurveda and yoga, and Chinese Feng Shui, Qi Gong, and Tai
Chi".[371]

Contemporary Pagan perspectives

"Neopagan practices highlight the centrality of the
relationship between humans and nature and reinvent
religions of the past, while New Agers are more interested
in transforming individual consciousness and shaping the
future."

— Religious studies scholar Sarah Pike.[102]

Non-Western and indigenous responses

"In the case of New Age, its solipsism, coupled with its
advocacy of free market principles, opens the world's
spiritual arena as an opportunity for spiritual exploitation
and even capitalistic imperialism. Not only does it
encourage a paradoxical homogenizing to the cultural
standards of North Atlantic civilization, exemplifi�ed in
its af�firmation that 'we are all one', but it also carries an
implicit judgement of inferior status for non-hegemonic
cultures, inasmuch as they are not considered to be the
ones who decide what is to be shared and what is not."

— Sociologist Michael York.[370]
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The New Age has been accused of cultural imperialism,
misappropriating the sacred ceremonies, and abuse of the intellectual and cultural property of indigenous peoples.[372][373][374][375]

Indigenous American spiritual leaders, such as Elders councils of the Lakota, Cheyenne, Navajo, Creek, Hopi, Chippewa, and
Haudenosaunee have denounced New Age misappropriation of their sacred ceremonies[376] and other intellectual property,[377]

stating that "[t]he value of these instructions and ceremonies [when led by unauthorized people] are questionable, maybe
meaningless, and hurtful to the individual carrying false messages".[376] Traditional leaders of the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota
peoples have reached consensus[372][378] to reject "the expropriation of [their] ceremonial ways by non-Indians". They see the New
Age movement as either not fully understanding, deliberately trivializing, or distorting their way of life,[379] and have declared war
on all such "plastic medicine people" who are appropriating their spiritual ways.[372][378]

Indigenous leaders have spoken out against individuals from within their own communities who may go out into the world to become
a "white man's shaman," and any "who are prostituting our spiritual ways for their own selfish gain, with no regard for the spiritual
well-being of the people as a whole".[379] The term "plastic shaman" or "plastic medicine people" has been applied to outsiders who
identify themselves as shamans, holy people, or other traditional spiritual leaders, but who have no genuine connection to the
traditions or cultures they claim to represent.[373][374][380]

Toward the end of the 20th century, some social and political
analysts and activists were arguing that the New Age political
perspective had something to offer mainstream
society.[382][383][384] In 1987, some political scientists
launched the "Section on Ecological and Transformational
Politics" of the American Political Science Association,[385]

and an academic book prepared by three of them stated that
the "transformational politics" concept was meant to subsume
such terms as new age and new paradigm.[386] In 1991,
scholar of cultural studies Andrew Ross suggested that New
Age political ideas – however muddled and naïve – could help
progressives construct an appealing alternative to both
atomistic individualism and self-denying collectivism. [387] In
2005, British researcher Stuart Rose urged scholars of
alternative religions to pay more attention to the New Age's
interest in such topics as "new socio-political thinking" and
"New Economics",[388] topics Rose discussed in his book
Transforming the World: Bringing the New Age Into Focus,
issued by a European academic publisher.[389]

Other political thinkers and activists saw New Age politics less positively. On the political right, author George Weigel argued that
New Age politics was just a retooled and pastel-colored version of leftism.[390] Conservative evangelical writer Douglas Groothuis,
discussed by scholars Hexham[391] and Kemp,[392] warned that New Age politics could lead to an oppressive world
government.[393] On the left, scholars argued that New Age politics was an oxymoron: that personal growth has little or nothing to do
with political change.[394][395] One political scientist said New Age politics fails to recognize the reality of economic and political
power.[396] Another academic, Dana L. Cloud, wrote a lengthy critique of New Age politics as a political ideology;[397] she faulted it
for not being opposed to the capitalist system, or to liberal individualism.[398]

A criticism of New Age often made by leftists is that its focus on individualism deflects participants from engaging in socio-political
activism.[399] This perspective regards New Age as a manifestation of consumerism that promotes elitism and indulgence by
allowing wealthier people to affirm their socio-economic status through consuming New Age products and therapies.[400] New Agers
who do engage in socio-political activism have also been criticized. Journalist Harvey Wasserman suggested that New Age activists

Political writers and activists

"New Age politics might be seen not as a wayward,
pathological creature of the New Left's imagination, but as
a political innocent in candid, questioning dialogue with
the unclaimed mainstream territory of progressive, rather
than atomistic, individualism. Indeed, if we were to
examine some of the social and political threads that run
through the aery fabric of New Age thinking, we would
find certain themes that resonate with the necessary
conditions for a left version of progressive individualism.
Generally speaking, New Age addresses its adherents as
active participants, with a measure of control over their
everyday lives. ... The New Age 'person' is also in many
respects an individual whose personal growth is
indissociable from the environment; a link fleshed out in a
variety of ecotopian stories and romances. So, too, the
small-scale imperative of New Age's cooperative
communitarianism brings with it a host of potentially
critical positions. ..."

— Scholar of cultural studies Andrew Ross, 1991.[381]
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were too averse to social conflict to be effective politically.[401] Melton et al. found that New Age activists' commitment to the often
frustrating process of consensus decision-making led to "extended meetings and minimal results",[321] and a pair of futurists
concluded that one once-promising New Age activist group had been both "too visionary and too vague" to last.[402]

Higher consciousness
Hippies
Hypnosis
Mantras
New Age communities
New religious movement

Paradigm shift
Peace movement
Reincarnation
Philosophy of happiness
Rerikhism
Spiritual evolution
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ABSTRACT 

This thesis provides a detailed examination of theoretical and empirical 
approaches to New Age spiritualities. Examples are taken from the 
specific context of the South West of England. It defines a sophisticated 
hermeneutic for research into New Age spiritualities which is carried out 
through an empirical investigation. The empirical study focuses on two 
network hubs based in the South West, The Spark, a free newspaper, 
and Psychology of Vision, an organisation offering psychological courses 
on human potential. Research into these networks has been carried out 
on three levels: analysis of their material dimension and functions; a 
questionnaire survey; and in-depth interviews. Social research and 
ethnography inform the qualitative methodology and methods. 

The first section deals with theoretical perspectives on New Age 
spiritualities. Analysis of current descriptions of the field shows that 
many typologies of the thought and practices of those within the New 
Age have not reflected the actual experiences and beliefs of those they 
seek to describe. A new theoretical model is proposed with foundations 
in the epistemological discourses of Foucault, Kuhn and feminist 
spirituality. The second section provides a detailed methodological 
framework for the research using the idea of a weblike network to 
represent the practices and beliefs of those within New Age spiritualities. 
The empirical investigations are then explored to refine and to provide 
ideographic evidence for the web model. The final section re-evaluates 
theoretical constructions of spiritualities in the New Age. 

The research shows that the eclectic, diverse and dynamic nature of 
New Age spiritualities requires methods of research that highlight 
plurality. Furthermore, the multiple webs of individuals within New Age 
spiritualities should be defined primarily in terms of praxis. The 
conclusions of this research will be valid beyond the field of New Age 
spiritualities. The web-form of social and intellectual interaction informs a 
broader perspective of knowledge and experience in a plural, 
postmodern world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

We may be seeing the beginnings of the reintegration 
of our culture, a new possibility of the unity of 
consciousness. ... Such a new integration will be based 
on the rejection of all univocal understandings of reality, 
of all identifications of reality with reality itself. It will 
recognise the multiplicity of the human spirit ... It will 
recognise that in both scientific and religious culture all 
we have finally are symbols, but that there is an 
enormous difference between the dead letter and the 
living word. (Robert Bellah, 1970: 246) 

Spirituality is fundamental because it's at the core of my 
being. It is the whole and the part, it is the universe in 
me. I don't think it can be taught but it can be talked 
about. There is no one way, there are as many ways as 
there are people. (SS1.13) 

The subject-matter of spirituality is of perennial human 
concern. The spiritual quest has found numerous 
cultural expressions throughout history, yet the way in 
which this concern is now studied, through critical and 
comparative reflection in a global, cross-cultural 
context, is a specific development of the twentieth 
century. (Ursula King, 1997: 661) 

There has been a substantial growth in recent academic research on the 

New Age, yet there remain significant gaps in the literature on the 

empirical basis of New Age spiritualities. New studies are required about 

New Age organisations and the practices of New Agers developing 

personal spiritual paths. Despite the increasing research there are still 

many inaccuracies in the way the field is defined. The causes of these 

shortcomings are misapplied methodologies and hermeneutical 

presuppositions that are inadequate to describe the manifold 

phenomena. The results of such research methods often convey eclectic 

1 



superficiality, and miss the fecundity and dynamism felt by those who 

espouse New Age ideas. I redress this imbalance by defining 

methodological assumptions that accurately situate New Age thinking 

within the twentieth and twenty-first century context, and by giving voice 

to the people who are involved in the practices of the New Age 

spiritualities. 

A central feature of contemporary religiosity is the development of new 

networks and social relationships as means of expressing personal 

spiritualities. The emphasis for the exploration of religious ideas, in 

terms of social organisation, is "bottom-up" rather than "top-down"; from 

the experience and practices of participants rather than the doctrinal 

expressions of elected or self-appointed leaders. This represents an 

inversion of the structures of doctrinal dissemination common in 

traditional religions. The main elements that have generated such novel 

praxis-oriented approaches of contemporary spiritualities are those of 

postmodernity: the death of the exclusively male God; death of the 

author(ity) of unitary tradition; the corollary focus on the reader, the 

subject, the individuals who form the bodies of the churches. 

One key premise of this thesis is that the emphasis of New Age 

spiritualities is upon experience. Spiritual knowledge is perceived to 

develop primarily through practice. That is, spirituality is lived and 

practised prior to its expression as doctrine, before the written word. By 

"prior" I mean chronologically prior in the sense that spiritual experience 

of the world leads to a search for the doctrines and beliefs that support 

2 

i Z' 



this experiential understanding. I also take prior to mean 

epistemologically and ontologically superseding in the sense of taking 

priority in the worldview of the spiritual practitioner. Both these 

definitions presume a pre-linguistic model of human existence that at 

first sight appears irredeemably naive. However, despite the weight of 

linguistic philosophical constructions which show we cannot stand 

outside language and that it is our language which formulates the world, 

there are still many people who work with a model of an otherworldly 

experience of which one cannot speak. ' Unlike the earlier Wittgenstein 

who famously refused to affirm anything beyond this statement, there is 

in fact a prolixity of expressions about the ineffable realm of spiritual 

experience. There is, also, a worthy intellectual history for the idea of 

"before the word the deed", a history from which the New Age seekers 

for spiritual experience emerge as one contemporary and dynamic 

strand. 

It would be incorrect for us to glibly deny the validity of this experiential 

worldview on the basis of a perceived epistemological fallacy about 

language. Indeed a reading of the later Wittgenstein might not allow us 

to do so. As "language-games" religions have their own determinants for 

the truth claims of propositions. A significant determinant for 

contemporary spirituality is a belief in the reality of spiritual experience. 

' Linda Woodhead has affirmed this pre-linguistic conception found in contemporary 
spirituality when she defines the New Spiritualities as thoroughly un-postmodern in the 
philosophical sense: "Its experience based epistemology assumes a non-linguistic 
ideologically untainted experience, the rejection of which is the starting-point of 
postmodern linguistic theory" (Woodhead, 1993: 176) 
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Statements about spiritual experiences presuppose this belief. And 

before we focus our criticism too keenly on the isolated notion of spiritual 

experience as a discrete idea or doctrine Wittgenstein warns "what we 

believe is not a single proposition, it is a whole system of propositions. 

(Light dawns gradually over the whole)" (1969: 141). That is to say, to 

discover the meanings attached to praxis and experience in New Age 

spiritualities we need to consider the wider set of beliefs and practices 

supporting these themes, the system from which they emerge, "the 

element in which arguments have their life" (Wittgenstein, 1969: 105). 

This thesis highlights the ways in which practice, experience and ideas 

interconnect. It examines the modalities by which individuals and 

organisations within New Age spiritualities engage with their own 

particular worldviews and connect with those of other individuals, 

groups, and organisations in the process of their spiritual quests. A 

significant part of the thesis will consider how these quests, or pathways, 

can be modelled. A framework is required to organise the research data 

gathered by the scholar observing and recording the functions of the 

networks of the New Age spiritualities. I have used the idea of webs, in 

which the threads are created by individuals' activities and beliefs, to 

organise my description of New Age spiritualities. As a visual image one 

can imagine threads of greater or lesser thickness and strength to 

represent levels of significance between the practitioner and his or her 

many connections. The web model is organic in the sense that it reflects 

the mobility of individuals' developing and changing practices and 
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beliefs within New Age spiritualities. The genealogies of other organic 

models, such as the arboretic or the rhizome, do not sufficiently describe 

the ephemera that are included in the paths of the New Age seekers. 

The tree is too purposive and linear while the rhizome is too arbitrary. 

The web however is diaphanous like the spiritualities New Agers seek 

and its spiral form affirms the creative self-reflective process of the 

central web-maker. At the same time the image of the web includes 

manifold interconnections representative of the eclectic plethora of 

influences upon the New Age seeker. 

The idea of multiple networks that are woven like webs and are 

substantively located and defined primarily by practices is thus a central 

concept in this thesis. The adoption of the web model creates a flexible 

skeletal structure to define network connections and, as an organic form, 

allows for the limitless differentiations of the individual webs. It is 

intended that the application of the web model will provide space for 

analyses focusing on specificity, depth and context in the living, 

practised tradition of New Age spiritualities. In defining the primacy of 

praxis I do not intend to reduce the subjects of this study to Easy Rider, 

road movie, experience junkies (though some individuals may fit this 

description). Rather I hope to extend our understanding of contemporary 

religiosity as an aspect of, influenced by and influencing, contemporary 

culture. 

New Age spiritualities form one significant facet of the field of 

contemporary spirituality. They are a historically specific formation of a 
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certain kind of religiosity. Wouter Hanegraaff has expressed this specific 

formation in terms of a history of western esoterical traditions. He has 

linked this history of esotericism to the emergence of secular culture. By 

so doing Hanegraaff straddles two important themes in the study of New 

Age phenomena: firstly he is representative of scholars who have 

adopted a historical comparative approach to the study of New Age 

(Melton, 1988,1992; Ellwood, 1992; Olds, 1993); secondly his study 

relates to those scholars who find essential characteristics of New Age 

as indicative of secular society and the Weberian process of 

secularisation (Van Ness, 1996; Bruce, 2000; Puttick, 2000). For Paul 

Heelas the term "New Age" has come "to acquire a relatively distinctive 

currency" (1996: 16). Heelas includes historical elements in his 

description of a New Age Movement, but the core to his understanding of 

the New Age is a specific set of beliefs. "[New Age] has come to 

designate those who maintain that inner spirituality - embedded within 

the self and the natural order as a whole - serves as the key to moving 

from all that is wrong with life to all that is right" (16). By concentrating 

on expressing the beliefs of New Agers as means of placing them in a 

cultural-comparative religious and historical framework, Heelas' 

approach is similar to the work of a number of other scholars of the New 

Age (Woods, 1982; York, 1995; Rose, 1996,1998; Chryssides, 1999: 

278-341). 

Another approach is taken by "insiders" whose perspectives on the New 

Age offer more differentiated descriptions of the belief systems of the 
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eclectic set of New Age philosophies and religious orientations than the 

somewhat reductive perspective of Heelas (Ferguson, 1987; Bloom, 

1991; Di Carlo, 1996). Most recently Sutcliffe and Bowman have stated 

their "frustration with the cavalier use to which the label 'New Age' has 

been put". They claim "it is high time to problematise the term, while 

simultaneously beginning more thorough and wide-ranging excavations 

of, and differentiations between, the kinds of religiosity that the label has 

sought to identify" (2000: 1). 

Influenced by these earlier and concurrent trends in the study of the New 

Age, my own study into New Age spiritualities problematises and 

differentiates the set of New Age spiritualities. The key difference 

between my work and that of some other scholars working in this field is 

my adoption of an approach focused on establishing empirical data from 

practitioners and emphasising the role of practices over beliefs. These 

practical research objectives are supported by a thorough theoretical 

analysis of both scholarly critical studies and insider expressions of the 

religiosity of New Age spiritualities. However, even before developing my 

own critical perspectives on New Age spiritualities, I assumed that some 

elements of New Age thinking (though by no means all) offer significant, 

valid and sophisticated responses to modernity and the a-historical 

themes of religion. 

Research into the multifarious elements that constitute New Age 

spiritualities requires a rigorous method for observation. Sandra 

Harding's useful distinction between three modes of thought, "Method, 
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Methodology and Epistemology" (1987), underpins the structure of this 

thesis. Harding's definitions have been adopted here to fasten and make 

rigid terms that can have a loose meaning or be loosely applied. "A 

research method is a technique for (or way of proceeding in) gathering 

evidence"; "a methödo/ogy is a theory and analysis of how research 

does or should proceed"; "an epistemology is a theory of knowledge" 

(1987: 2-3). These discrete but related themes form hermeneutic 

parameters for the approach taken in this thesis. The process, an 

inversion of Harding's presentation, begins with epistemology, before 

developing methodology and consequently methods. 

The kind of thinking involved in how we know what we know is entwined 

both with my own intellectual predilections (and therefore the way in 

which I engage with studies of religious phenomena in general), and with 

much thought within New Age spiritualities. For another aspect of this 

thesis, which distinguishes it from other studies on New Age, is the claim 

that some facets of New Age spiritualities function as a mode of 

knowledge which critiques other epistemic modalities while espousing a 

"new world view" (Di Carlo, 1996). Epistemology thus runs through the 

thesis as a critical referent for my scholarly activity and for the religious 

practices and beliefs of New Age spiritualities. 

Methodology follows from these epistemological conceptions. From a 

theory of how we know the world it becomes possible to develop a 

theory of how we might study the world. My two key criteria for such a 

study are simply those of accuracy and utility. Yet while these appear 
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straightforward expectations of any methodology, it becomes clear in this 

thesis that a number of studies fail on basic claims to be accurate and 

useful. The failure of certain methodologies lies in the models used to 

describe the world. Often these models are applied without sufficient 

reflection on the structure they impose upon the object of study. Thus, as 

Harding points out in the same paper, when studying gender issues 

simple adumbrations such as "adding women" to "traditional analyses", 

may not result in accurate portrayals. Methodology requires thorough 

analytical reflection before it becomes a tool for research. Yet even a 

sophisticated methodology does not provide the fine tools required in 

field research. 

Research methods are the ways, the techniques, adopted for carrying 

out research. New Age spiritualities are not amenable to exactly the 

same methods as would be adopted for New Religious Movements, neo- 

Paganism or any of the world religions (York, 1995: Simes, 1995). For 

despite the evident historical foundations of New Age spiritualities, there 

are novel expressions and modes of interconnection that necessitate 

new methods for their study. The prime element of the way in which 

scholars need to study this novelty, is to consider the development of 

networks as the means of organisation and expression most relevant to 

New Age spiritualities. These networks are frequently, but not always, 

non-hierarchical and suggest a flattened model akin to the idea of a web. 

This may be contrasted, as Simes points out, with the "image of the tree" 

which is the best model for neo-Paganism as religiously oriented 
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phenomena, for all Pagans "share some form of theism" (1995: 491, 

505ff). The fact that many individuals within New Age spiritualities 

practise their personalised forms of religiosity in private, at home or 

through informal networks, leads to difficulties in gaining access to 

information on practices and practitioners. However, the formal and 

public aspects of New Age spiritualities, predominantly events, courses 

and publications, allow access to informal networks, as most individuals 

mix multiple components to create their own unique webs of beliefs and 

practices. 

I began researching and writing this thesis at the end of the twentieth 

century and have finished it at the beginning of the twenty-first. The 

process has taken me far beyond the boundaries of my initial plans for 

this project. My investigations have crossed the millennium with the 

subjects of my study, and I have found new horizons in the study of 

religions. Certain of my own assumptions, such as the notion that 

millennial beliefs constituted a keystone of New Age ideas, have been 

empirically overwritten by the responses of the research sample and the 

progress of time. Other presumptions, such as the genuine and deep 

quest for "direction and meaning, for wholeness and transcendence" 

(King, 1997: 662) of those within the New Age spiritualities, have been 

borne out in my research. My own quest for meaning has, of course, 

grown and been transformed as part of the process of my research. 

Indeed, it was an intrinsic personal interest in spirituality which led me to 

study others spiritualities. In that sense I am an "insider", as perhaps are 
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many scholars of religion. The web in which I am woven includes the 

academic study of religion, which itself is "a modern quest" (Smart, 1999: 

ix). During the writing of this thesis I have moved from teaching History 

and Religious Studies at secondary school to lecturing on Approaches to 

Religious Studies at the University of Bristol and, most recently, setting 

up and leading a Religious Studies undergraduate programme at Oxford 

Brookes University. My own undergraduate studies in the History of 

Ideas have led me into the Study of Religions. Thus my approach is 

predominantly formed by a historical perspective and an understanding 

which has tended to locate ideas and the mind as pre-eminent in the 

study of culture and human history. But religions are informed by 

practice, the religious is underpinned by spiritual praxis; I, with others, 

"consider the spiritual and spirituality as the heart of religion or its 

highest ideal, encountered particularly in religious and mystical 

experience" (King, 1997: 661). So this thesis has become an 

investigation into experience and practical knowledge as much as 

theoretical knowledge. My intellectual history, assumptions and 

predispositions are part of the web that constructs and defines the way 

in which this thesis has been written. 

The thesis is divided into four distinct parts: "Theoretical Perspectives", 

"Methodological Foundations", "Empirical Investigations" and 

"Conceptual Evaluations". Part I includes two chapters, the first of which 

forms a preliminary literature review of some key typologies used in the 

definition of the New Age. The second chapter describes core theoretical 
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foundations for the following analyses of the phenomena of New Age 

spiritualities. Essentially these theoretical foundations are comprised by: 

Foucault's critique of power and the structure of discourse, which is 

applied to the academic discourse that categorises and defines New Age 

in the study of religions; Kuhn's historical conception of "paradigm shifts" 

as it is applied to society and culture; feminist criticisms of patriarchal 

forms in the history of religions and spiritual feminism, both as a 

contiguous critique of traditional epistemology and corollary expression 

of religiosity within New Age spiritualities. 

Part II on Methodological Foundations (chapters 3 and 4) examines in 

detail the model of a web and how it can be applied to New Age 

spiritualities. The vital correlation and sympathy between a model for 

study and the object studied is examined and explained. Chapter 4 

investigates the way social research and ethnomethodology provide 

useful methods for this study. 

Part III elucidates the empirical findings of the research. A comparative 

analysis of data gathered from a questionnaire, "Survey of Spirituality", 

is provided in chapter 5. Chapters 6 and 7 deal with specific data on the 

two main organisations, The Spark and Psychology of Vision, on which 

empirical research was carried out between 1997 and 2000. The 

particular histories and backgrounds of each organisation are briefly 

presented before a detailed analysis of their role within the wider web of 

New Age spiritualities is given. Each chapter includes descriptions of the 

webs created by the individuals involved with each organisation. 
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Part IV revisits the methodological and epistemological foundations 

established in Parts I and II through the empirical investigations of Part 

III to re-evaluate New Age spiritualities as webs of praxis. Some 

consideration is paid to negative appraisals of those elements relevant 

to the specific New Age spiritualities discussed in this thesis. The 

conclusions to this study and directions for further research are briefly 

presented at the end of the thesis. 

As far as possible I have avoided making extensive footnotes. Where 

the information is relevant to my argument I have included information in 

the body of the text. Occasionally footnotes have become necessary 

when a correlate point needs to be made, but insertion into the main text 

would be deleterious to the overall line of argument. The practice of 

writing long footnotes is akin to making comments in the margin by the 

careful interactive reader, that is, it is the right of the reader to 

marginalise, but the author should refrain from such a practice. This 

point pertains to citing the considerable debt owed to other authors. I 

have adopted the most widely used reference style, the Harvard author- 

date system. Hence all sources used in the thesis are listed in the 

bibliography. I have not, however, limited the bibliography only to these 

references. While it is clear I could not reference all the published and 

unpublished journals, books, web sites, leaflets and other printed 

material I have read during my research, I have included some sources 

that undoubtedly influenced the style and concepts I use and which may 

be evident, at least implicitly, in this thesis. 
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Citation to the material of the questionnaires and interviews has been 

coded. The letters SS stand for "Survey of Spirituality". The first number 

following the letters refers to the research group: "1" relates to 

respondents from The Spark sample; "2" relates to respondents from the 

Psychology of Vision sample. The second number simply refers to 

respondents in numerical sequence. Individuals who completed 

questionnaires and were interviewed are filed using the same number, 

which refers to both questionnaire response and interview transcription. 

I have sought to follow some of the complex and occasionally tortuous 

pathways that structure the webs of New Age spiritualities. While I have 

a beginning and an end in the expression of these ideas for this thesis, 

the webs themselves extend ever more subtly into the wider culture in 

which they have their life. The sources of my research, especially those 

of an empirical nature, exist more fully and intricately outside my written 

thesis. I hope to have done them justice in my descriptions and 

analyses, while also refracting some of the light of their dynamic lives. 
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PART I 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 
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CHAPTER 1 

DESCRIPTIONS OF NEW AGE SPIRITUALITIES 

Our frustration [is] with the cavalier use to which the 
label "New Age" has been put in recent decades, both in 
the popular media and by many scholars of religion. 
(Steven Sutcliffe and Marion Bowman, 2000: 1) 

General systems theory is symptomatic of a change in 
our world-view. No longer do we see the world in a blind 
play of atoms, but rather a great organisation. (Ludwig 
von Bertalanffy in Ferguson, 1980: 157) 

Scientific 'laws' do not depict cosmic truths, they are 
only celebrations of temporary consistencies: fairly 
reliable general statements about particular events. (Kit 
Pedler, 1979: 30) 

1.1 CRITIQUE OF EXISTING DESCRIPTIVE MODELS 

Many current descriptions of spirituality in the New Age are partial at 

best, misleading at worst. Frequently this situation is the result of 

unreflective applications of models, and modes of thought, that are 

insufficient to accurately describe the manifold phenomena of New Age 

spiritualities. In some cases these applications involve simple naivete; in 

others a wilful disregard of evidence, in order to incorporate the 

phenomena either in previously established taxonomies within a 

discipline, or to fit a new typology. Too often the specificities of New Age 

thought and practice are subsumed under a generic discourse of 

competing and overlapping concepts such as "secularisation", 

"privatisation", "globalisation", "narcissism", "self-religiosity" 

"postmodernism". The unfortunate truth, regarding academic research in 

this area, is that it has been, according to David Lyon, "a bit of a circus" 
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(1993: 117). Having disclosed these limitations, my purpose is to 

formulate an approach that avoids these shortfalls. Simply, the two 

criteria for such an approach are accuracy and utility. However, it would 

be vainglorious and crassly unreflective to assert that the descriptive 

methodology I will propose as currently accurate and useful can be the 

final analysis of the subject. Indeed, it is one of my core contentions that 

time and change are integral qualities in the New Age spiritualities, which 

therefore defy complete categorical descriptions. If Kant's Critique of 

Pure Reason has any lasting significance with regard to the ontological 

status of our critical faculty, it must be to this end: that spatial and 

temporal considerations are crucial factors that determine against final 

descriptions. "The predicate of space is only applicable to things in so far 

as they appear to us, that is, are objects of sensibility", or in other words, 

our subjectivity. "Time is nothing else than the form of the internal sense, 

that is, of the intuitions of the self and of our internal sense. For time 

cannot be any determination of outward phenomena" (Kant, 1787: 46 

and 49 respectively). 

Nevertheless, failure to attempt critical sophistication, to provide a 

working model, is disingenuous if it is simply to "get on with explaining 

what is out there". For, underlying each description is a worldview 

constructed of many layers of epistemological and ontological 

suppositions. For my part, the underlying worldview of the scholar is a 

critical referent in the delineation of analytical method, and in the 

description of the ostensible object of analysis. Thus, I necessarily begin 

with reflections on critical analysis, and return to them in Nietzschean 
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style, an "eternal return" to origins, to define the liminality of what is 

possible to describe, accurately and usefully, in the New Age 

spiritualities. 

1.2 A NOTE ON EPISTEMOLOGY 

The multiple tensions within descriptive analysis defy attempts at 

absolute accuracy of categorisation. For when the scholar begins to 

construct a typology she or he begins also to create a framework of 

shadows, of closure. And all attempts to create a final model, which fully 

represents an external set of circumstances to the 'nth' degree, are 

gross. The complexity of relations between phenomena, historical and 

present, dynamic and evolving, challenge any typology, which is, 

perforce, static. Thus Michel Foucault formed a hermeneutic which 

sought not the creative feat of edifices and descriptive structures, but one 

which discovered discontinuities. He actively worked against descriptive 

typologies that valorised methods of structure in analysis. Strangely, 

because many of the totalised views of the New Age would be anathema 

to him, Foucault's thought reflects one strand in the multiplicity of New 

Age spiritualities: these phenomena defy categorisation in linear 

structural terms. Furthermore, as theories of knowledge, the New Age 

spiritualities more closely resemble Foucault's search for the cracks and 

fissures of the reified systems of modern scientific epistemology than 

monolithic attempts to define how we really know the world. 

Nevertheless, the overall cast of Foucault's thinking is negative, while 
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most of the New Age spiritualities are determinedly optimistic. Therefore, 

while the critical methods of thought in some ways resemble Foucault's 

deconstructivist tendency, there is equally a movement towards what 

Fritjof Capra has called "constructivism". l It is an apparent paradox to 

suggest both modes of thought are to be found in New Age thinking 

when they are so opposed. Yet, a central theme of this thesis is to 

highlight these plural modes of thought and expression. 

The New Age emerges both out of the historical conditions and 

processes that have constructed unified theories and is a product of 

postmodernity with its fractured, deconstructed models of knowledge. 2 

When Capra seeks to define boundaries for new paradigm thinking in 

science, he declares that the old metaphor of building up knowledge, of 

fundamental laws and basic building blocks, is "crumbling" to be replaced 

by "network as a metaphor for knowledge" (Capra, 1992: xiii-xiv). The 

crumbling edifice is partly the result of Foucauldian critiques, with those 

of more philosophical and linguistic deconstructivists, such as Deleuze 

and Guattari (1983), or epistemological "anarchists" such as Feyerabend 

(1975). Indeed, it is possible to recognise similarities between Capra's 

network model for knowledge and Deleuze' and Guattari's rhizomorphic 

model (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983: 10-15). Both refute historical closure, 

'Capra describes a shift from objective science to "epistemic" science as a key feature 
of new paradigm thinking in science. "The people who are in the forefront of this 
research tend to say that a school known as "constructivism" is the appropriate 
epistemology. It says that what we observe is not a world that exists objectively and is 
then represented but is rather a world that is created in the process of knowing" (1992: 
123-124). 
2The issue as to whether New Age thought should be defined as "modernist" or 
"postmodern" is interestingly considered in Religion, "Aspects of Religion" 1993,23: 2- 
see especially Linda Woodhead, "Post-Christian Spiritualities", (176-7). 
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arboretic linear models and the possibility of complete descriptions of the 

world, in the way the Annalistes attempted total history. It would be 

fallacious, however, to assume that constructivism and rhizomorphism 

lead to similarly singular conclusions, or approximations as to what the 

world is really like. 

There are many visions in the New Age spiritualities of what being 

human in a phenomenal and noumenal world really is like. A useful 

image to illustrate the mixture of opposing constructive and 

deconstructive tendencies in New Age thinking can be found in the use of 

the theory of "dissipative structures". It is a theory developed by Ilya 

Prigogine, a Belgian chemist, who won the Nobel Prize in 1977. The 

theory explains the movement from simple to higher order structures. 

Certain structures are "closed" systems, where there is no internal 

transformation. Other structures, such as living beings and cultural 

systems, Prigogine has noted, contain continually transforming energy. 

This energy and the complexity of these structures lead to instability, but 

instead of collapse and entropy, the systems move into a higher order. 

These systems are dissipative structures. 3 

One way of illustrating the patterns of thought to be found within the New 

Age spiritualities is to compare Foucault's manner of criticism with the 

idea of entropy, and that of the New Age with the idea of "dissipative 

structures". The former represents a key feature of an older paradigm of 

knowledge, which is pessimistic and presumes instability, while the latter 

3The theory is adequately outlined in Ferguson (1987: 162-7). Prigogine's own 
explanations are obviously more complex (1971: 1-13; 1997: 66-72). 
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accepts instability but incorporates this notion into a new paradigm of 

transformation. The very fact that the theory of dissipative structures is 

given extensive exposition and expansion by Marilyn Ferguson (cited by 

Michael York as one of three "leading New Age spokespersons", York, 

1995: 48) seems to confirm the applicability of this metaphor. More 

significantly, the movement from entropy, which is the second law of 

thermodynamics, 4 to dissipative structures as the focal paradigm for 

certain natural processes, is indicative of the changing nature of scientific 

and New Age views themselves. Many of the key features of the New 

Age, from beliefs to network relationships and social organisations, are 

more fluid than static. 

The issue of how we describe a set of phenomena or even create 

boundaries for the set itself, is central to the problems encountered in 

descriptions of New Age spiritualities specifically. Few current texts 

succeed in effectively reflecting the fluid historical morphology of New 

Age ideas. The main reason for this signal failure is ill-conceived 

methodology. A prime example of lack of self-reflexivity in considering 

methodological shortcomings is to be found in Wouter Hanegraaff's 

otherwise excellent research into New Age thought, New Age Religion 

and Secular Culture (1996). Hanegraaff's selection of material seems 

encyclopaedic for the reader with little knowledge of the field, but his 

research actually represents only a partial and historically limited view. 

4Entropy was briefly a paradigm in the ecological strand of New Age thought. It was 
used as a critique of certain scientific-industrial processes at the same time as being a 
natural law of the universe. See Kit Pedler's discussion of the life of Gaia - "all 
processes tend to disorder". (1979: 30-34). 
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Stuart Rose highlights just some omissions: 

Ram Dass, possibly the most respected New Age 
spiritual teacher in America, and author of, among 
others, what has been described as the New Age'bible; 
in England, William Bloom and the activities of 
'Alternatives' (which has become probably the largest 
and most active New Age forum in Europe); Arne Naess 
and deep ecology ... 
Clearly, he wants to wrap up the New Age into a nice 
neat package, but in order to do this he excludes so 
much. The New Age is more expansive than Hanegraaff 
would have us believe. It isn't tidy and any attempts to 
force tidiness upon it end up missing many of its key 
issues. (Rose, 1998: 421) 

Rose correctly explains that it is Hanegraaff's research methodology 

which is the reason for these omissions. Hanegraaff obtained his 

information from texts collected from a limited number of New Age book 

shops in the Netherlands between 1990 and 1992. The result is a 

singular expression of a "New Age Religion" which is extensive, but by 

no means comprehensive. This is especially so given the considerable 

fluctuations of interest in New Age authors, and the complex corollaries 

related to publishing, availability, sales figures, and whether books 

remain in print. Rose cites Shirley MacLaine as an instance of an author 

"who used to be widely read" (1998: 420) but has become unpopular in 

the 1990's. 

Hanegraaff also pays little heed to issues related to the relative influence 

of books in general, to specific texts or authors, and to the readers of the 

texts - that is, to the nuances of critical theory. The history of the study of 

religion itself is an object lesson against over-reliance on texts as 

expressions of religiosity. This is especially the case in the New Age, 
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where texts are part of a wider web of ideas developing in a multi-layered 

network of orality and other mediums of expression: including workshops, 

businesses, cyber and web-based systems, the arts and lifestyle choices. 

In short, for such a rigorous scholar, Hanegraaff is curiously unreflective 

about his selection of source material. 

The alternative strategy to such an ivory-towered research method 

involves at least some measure of empirical research. Here, there has 

been a more focused approach to research into the New Age, but 

methodological issues again have significantly hampered accuracy. 

Despite the proliferation and prolixity of primary research material there is 

a dearth of substantive, exact scholarly research. The crucial factors 

involved in this lack of precision are inappropriate methodological 

frameworks applied to the peculiarly indeterminate phenomena. Too 

often conclusions have been drawn that this equates to superficiality of 

the phenomena (MacRobert, 1988; O'Hara, 1988; Bro, 1993; Bruce, 

1995,1998 - see chapter 8 below). However, as will be shown in the 

following sections, the real fault lies with intransigent models used to 

describe New Age phenomena based upon epistemologies which are 

themselves too inflexible. 

i 

1.3 TYPOLOGIES OF THE NEW AGE 

My overview of a selection of sociological typologies and their underlying 

theories and presuppositions rests upon a much broader critique of 

knowledge in the modern world. The methodology presupposed is deeply 
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flawed on the practical level of accuracy and use, as well as on the 

theoretical level of the possibility of a static objective representation of 

New Age spiritualities. The challenge remains of adequately responding 

to an eclectic, unsystematic set of networks with brief histories that do 

not conform to previously established approaches in the study of 

religions. 

Within the field of mechanical engineering there are people who are 

known to choose a hammer when faced with apparently intransigent 

problems. A mechanic once explained to me that when the spanner 

fractures and the seized bolt sheers off under excess strain the hammer 

itself is not at fault. The fault lies with the mechanic, both in excess of 

zeal and in choice of hammer. Just this is the problem with many of the 

social scientific approaches to the New Age. The tools of Social Science 

are largely mundane and worldly, the antithesis of New Age 

interpretations which are often cosmic and otherworldly. A sociologist 

studying New Age spirituality might make the claim that this begs the 

question. The sociologist might say that these "cosmic" interpretations 

have their roots in the world, and it would be a fool who failed to 

recognise the social, political, psychological and historical aspects of any 

worldview. Yet the New Age adherent might justifiably make the counter- 

claim that such a view is reductive for it fails to comprehend the over- 

arching significance of cosmic events. Moreover it falls foul of the 

materialist presumption of quantity, with no explicit recognition of the 

spiritual life, which is the essence of the New Age worldview. As such it is 

social scientific methods that beg the question. These arguments are two 
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closed circles of incompatibility. 

The approach taken in my study is sympathetic with the New Age 

perspective, while also paying due respect to social research 

methodologies that have many substantive uses. Simply, however, a 

solely social scientific study of New Age spiritualities is flawed because it 

uses the wrong tools. The search for typological clarity is of limited 

relevance and use and should be seen as reflective of a sociological 

worldview. Some sociologists have asserted the existence of typological 

patterns and therefore found them. However, these typologies do not 

accurately or fully describe the phenomena of the New Age. 

There are many highly respected sociologists working in the field of New 

Religions and New Age (Barker, 1989; Bruce, 1985,1998; Parsons, 

1993, Wilson, 1982,1988). A number of scholars writing on the New Age 

have written on New Religious Movements (NRMs), rather than the New 

Age as such, but conflate New Age with NRMs in their typologies. The 

least successful studies, in terms of an explanation of the actual beliefs 

and practices of the NRMs, are confounded by the diversity of New Age 

spiritualities and arrive at confused renderings of the social and political 

organisation of the NRMs. Gerald Parsons is an example of this 

approach. Parsons (1993) takes his self-confessed "deliberately 

imprecise" approach to reflect and respect the "stubbornly diverse nature 

of the movements'1. He arrives at a typology of three categories based on 

notional constructs of "origin or interest": 

1. "NRMs which are clearly and straightforwardly 
derived from traditional world religions". For example; 
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ISKCON, (International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness), FWBO (Friends of the Western 
Buddhist Order) and the London and Birmingham 
Churches of Christ. 

2. NRMs which "'although identifiably related to major 
religious traditions ... are manifestly less directly or 
conventionally derived from them and remain distinct 
and distant from the 'mainstream' of the traditions 
involved". For example: again the London and 
Birmingham Churches of Christ (to some extent 
because they are not accepted within mainstream 
British Christianity) and Nichiren Shoshu Buddhism 
(here Parsons mistakenly conflates Nichiren Shoshu 
with the lay organisation of Soka Gakkai). 

3. NRMs which are "both harder to define and even 
broader in scope than the two preceding groups". For 
example: 'Self-religions' psychotherapies, New Age 
Mysticisms and alternative spiritualities. (Parsons, 1993: 
279-285) 

The third category most closely covers the field of this thesis, but 

Parsons has done little more than create a "sub-category" for the study of 

New Age spiritualities. He has not elucidated a method of study. 

Furthermore, he has clouded research by inferring a greater similarity of 

structure than is actually evident; he has created his third category to 

conform to a notional framework of NRMs, rather than the reality of 

different practices and beliefs, or worldviews. It is with some apparent 

dissatisfaction (at least with regard to the creation of a clear model) that 

Parsons concludes his survey with the observation that: 

The penumbra of interest in New Religious Movements 
and New Age philosophies amounts to a significant - if 
also immensely confused and unsystematic - 
contribution to the 'pick and mix' outlook characteristic 
of a great deal of popular religiosity in modern and 
contemporary Britain. (Parsons, 1993: 298) 

A more clear-cut typology is offered by Roy Wallis in The Elementary 
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Forms of the New Religious Life (1984). Again his typology is tripartite, 

one which he defines as a "logical trichotomy" based not on "origin and 

interest", as Parsons typology is modelled, but on the "set of ways in 

which a New Religious Movement may orient itself to the social world into 

which it emerges' (Wallis, 1984: 4). Furthermore, he offers this 

trichotomy as a set of "ideal types" and specifies that "empirical instances 

will therefore only approximate to these types". The three types are: 

1. World-Rejecting Movements. Examples given are: 
ISKCON, Moonies, Children of God, Manson Family. 
Wallis defines these movements as, "more recognisably 
religious than the world-affirming"; that, "rather than a 
life of self-interest ... [they] require a life of service to the 
guru or prophet" ; and there is a "close link between 
religious and political aspirations" (Wallis, 1984: 9-12) 

2. World-Affirming Movements. Examples given are: 
TM, est, Soka Gakkai, Silva Mind Control, Scientology 
and Human Potential Movement. Wallis states that for 
these movements the "social order is not viewed as 
entirely and irredeemably unjust, nor society as having 
departed from God as in the world-rejecting case". 
Furthermore, the spiritual dimension in particular is a 
matter of individual experience and individual subjective 
reality" (Wallis, 1984: 24-26) 

3. World-Accommodating Movements. Examples given 
are: Neo-Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Renewal 
Movement. For these movements Wallis claims that, 
religion is not construed as a social matter but only of 
significance for the personal, interior life and that these 
NRMs have little effect and few implications for the 
world. 

Paul Heelas suggests that The Elementary Forms of the New Religious 

Life "is a strong candidate for the award of 'first useful textbook' on the 

new religions". He then goes on to show how flawed Wallis's typology 

actually is. For example, Soka Gakkai "is introduced in connection with 

the world-accommodating type" and later used "to illustrate the world- 
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affirming variety" (Heelas, 1985: 82). A similar point is also made by Kim 

Knott about ISKCON "which is classified by Wallis as world-rejecting [but] 

seen at times as affirming the world in its positive attitude to lay 

participations (Knott, 1988: 171). Moreover, the term "accommodation" 

"does not appear to be a very satisfactory term to characterise 

movements which are engaged in religious protest against mainstream 

religious institutions" (Heelas, 1985: 87). Equally "the majority, if not all of 

the world-affirming movements introduced by Wallis aim at so much 

more than world-affirmation that characterisation in terms of this type can 

at best only convey part of the picture" (Heelas, 1985: 89). Finally, 

Heelas comments "perhaps the worst indictment of his typology would be 

to demonstrate that these actual cases do not in fact approximate as he 

would like us to believe, and that as a result they are misrepresented by 

the constructs" (Heelas, 1985: 89). 

Dick Anthony and Thomas Robbins offer another typology derived from 

the assumption of the decline of "civil religion". Civil religion is Robert 

Bellah's notion, established in the 1970's, of a specifically American 

formulation of Protestantism which he defined as "biblical religion" and 

"utilitarian individualism" (Bellah, 1976: 334). However, while a civil 

religion replaced that of an established state religion, according to this 

theory, certain events (notably, in America, the Vietnam war and 

Watergate) brought about a crisis and subsequent collapse of many 

people's beliefs. This led to a gap in the market for those seeking a 

religious commitment, into which the NRMs emerged. Many scholars are 

wont to use market place descriptions somewhat glibly. The "spiritual 
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supermarket", simile - cf INFORM's 2001 conference of the same title - 

reflects an unaccommodating materialist milieu that does not, from an 

insider's perspective, represent the sense of spiritual "destiny", a typically 

fatalist view held by many New Agers. The Anthony-Robbins typology 

outlines two distinct categories of NRM: 

1. The Dualistic Movements may be defined as those 
movements which "reaffirm elements of traditional moral 
absolutism in an exaggerated and strident manner" 
(Wallis, 1984: 2) Anthony and Robbins propose two 
types of dualistic movement: Neo-fundamentalist, for 
example, the Jesus People; and Revisionist Syncretic, 
for example, the Unification Church. 

2. The Monistic Movements may be defined as those 
"movements that affirm relativistic and subjectivistic 
moral meaning systems". Again they define two types of 
monistic movement: "Technical°, for example, TM, est, 
Scientology, ISKCON; and "Charismatic", for example, 
Meher Baba, Guru Maharaj-ji, Charles Manson. 

The point in outlining these three typologies, by Parsons, Wallis and 

Anthony-Robbins, is to exemplify the variety of descriptive models used 

by social scientists. Furthermore it illustrates the inadequacy of such a 

procedure as regards an accurate description of what the adherents of a 

given New Age religion actually believe. 

Quantitative methods have been suitable for discovering the numerical 

significance of some NRMs. There have been approximately 500 

movements between 1945-1990 (Parsons, 1993: 277; Kim Knott cites 

450,1988: 161; Peter Clarke cites 400,1988: 149). These methods are 

also successful in quantifying the numbers of people joining NRMs. 

However, as Steve Bruce notes, "when set against the general decline in 

Christian Churches [this] is trivial" (1995: 102). Although this deduction, 
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from a purely statistical analysis, gives no satisfactory account of the 

influence and significance of the ideas of NRMs. I challenge the validity 

of the entire project of mapping NRMs under typological boundaries both 

as to accuracy and meaningful use. Roy Wallis himself admits the 

weaknesses of such an approach: 

It must be recognised, however, that any given body of 
phenomena is susceptible to classification in terms of 
an infinite number of typological schemes. Thus, 
ultimately, the test of a typology lies not in its 
components, but rather in the uses to which it can be 
put, particularly that of identifying the significant 
characteristics of the phenomenon in terms of a theory 
which turns out to be able to bear the heat of critical 
appraisal. (Wallis, 1984: 4) 

It is my contention that under "heat", many of the "significant 

characteristics of the phenomenon" are not identified; some 

characteristics, especially those of social and political structures may 

usefully be identified. Equally, the theoretical presuppositions of Wallis's 

project have some relevance and value in the study of New Age 

spiritualities. But as with the typological and "number-crunching" 

approaches already referred to, these assessments are further 

reflections of a particular social scientific worldview itself, and are limited 

in expressing the dynamism inherent in New Age spiritualities. 

The two prevailing assumptions of the sociological approach to NRMs 

are rationalisation and secularisation. Max Weber described the process 

of rationalisation as the consequence of modern industrialised society, 

whereby the increasing pressures of economy and the divisions of labour 

bring about a consequent "disenchantment with the world" for individual 
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humans. It leads to a shift from "ascription" to "achievement" in the work 

place so that status is considered from the position of "not who you are, 

but what you can do" (Wallis, 1984: 41). 

It is interesting to compare this view to some other interpretations of 

industrialised society. A Marxist, dialectical materialist interpretation of 

the same phenomenon would be to emphasise the equally increasing 

division between bourgeois and proletariat and to posit the necessary 

future revolution consequent on these conditions. A Freudian 

psychological approach, recognising the same conditions, would highlight 

the compensatory development of neuroses (and probably equally 

delight in the decline of religion - cf. Freud's study on The Future of an 

Illusion, 1928). However, a Jungian approach, while accepting that, "for 

every piece of conscious life that loses its importance and value ... there 

arises a compensation in the unconscious" (Jung, 1933: 241), would 

assert that: 

However far-fetched it may sound, experience shows 
that many neuroses are caused by the fact that people 
blind themselves to their own religious promptings 
because of a childish passion for rational enlightenment 
(Jung, 1933: 77). 

The corollary to the process of rationalisation is the secularisation thesis, 

whereby rationalisation in the economic sphere is paralleled by 

rationalisation in the intellectual sphere and the consequence is the 

divesting of old superstitions. The most vigorous applications of this 

thesis seem to be products of the nineteenth century, being an amalgam 

of post-enlightenment positivism, Hegelian progress and Victorian 
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arrogance. The point I am making is that we have here theory and meta- 

theory. A phenomenon is described, which amounts to a theory of the 

nature of the object or event. Perspectives are then developed on the 

theory, which are meta-theories. The understanding that this is a 

necessary function of how we formulate our ideas about the world is one 

of the boons of the structural and post-structural critiques of knowledge. 

Nevertheless, the consequence of recognising the interpretative role of 

the observer is the necessity of presenting the assumptions underlying 

an apparently straightforward descriptive analysis of a phenomenon. 

That is, what are the theoretical presuppositions inherent in observational 

analysis? Any attempt to avoid responding to this question is naive. 

Bryan Wilson's study of NRMs is representative of the strongest 

application of the secularisation thesis. and is valuable for both its 

transparency and its polemic. Wilson states that NRMs are: 

a confirmation of the process of secularisation. They 
indicate the extent to which religion has become 
inconsequential for modern society ... they add nothing 
to any prospective reintegration of society and 
contribute nothing towards the culture by which society 
might live. (Quoted in Wallis, 1984: 70) 

Elsewhere Wilson affirms his position that, "from the perspective of 

religion, the single most important feature of the modern world is its 

secularity" (Wilson, 1988: 195). He is willing to admit that not all the 

evidence is "one-way", suggesting that "some apparently contrary 

indications can be invoked", namely, NRMs and the New Age. However, 

he considers these as marginal, for they represent the dying gasp of 

religion in response to the forceful march of rationality. Perhaps as a sop 
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to the value of religions, Wilson concedes that religiosity, or spirituality, 

might be inherent to the human condition. Yet, from a strictly Popperian 

perspective, Wilson makes his theory unfalsifiable by adding the 

possibility of the continuation of religious expression despite the 

inevitable victory of secularisation. 

A review of the diverse contemporary manifestations of 
religiosity in the world might, indeed, at least 
superficially, lead to the conclusion that the present day 
is an age of unprecedented vigour. In the face of the 
overwhelming evidence ... such a view is untenable, but 
contemporary expressions of religion cannot be 
dismissed as merely incidental. Religion responds to 
certain deep-laid, perhaps atavistic, human needs, and, 
as such, something which passes for religion, no matter 
how different it may be from established, traditional and 
well-institutionalised forms, may well be a permanent 
phenomenon of human society, even if it prevails only at 
the margins and in the interstices of an increasingly 
rational structure. (Wilson, 1988: 201) 

Wilson is by no means alone in his interpretation of the emergence, 

meaning and significance of NRMs and the New Age. A number of other 

sociological approaches rest on both the rationalisation and 

secularisation hypotheses. Some take Durkheim's functionalist view of 

religion reflecting the social structure of society and see NRMs as 

attempts to reverse the trend of secularisation. Others, such as James 

Davison Hunter, assert that "the source of the new religious 

consciousness is the anthropological protest against modernity" (1983: 

7). New religions are therefore seen as "demodernising movements" 

which seek to "replicate" the sense of stability lost in the process of 

rationalisation. Their response is an increased "subjectivisation" (Gehien) 

or "turning within" which may "translate into narcissism". Others, such as 
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Steve Bruce, emphasise the limited significance of the New Age against 

the backdrop of rationalisation. He states, uthe New Age has far fewer 

behavioural consequences than sectarian religion", that it is "low impact 

and low salience" and that it has "little effect on radically changing the 

lives of most of its habitues" (1995: 118). The value of the New Age for 

Bruce is that it "exemplifies" and "points us to central features of 

modernity": notably the collapse of authoritarian knowledge, mass 

communication, relativism, individual assertions about epistemology and, 

finally, "this is the importance of the New Age. It illustrates the zenith of 

individualism" (1995: 122). 

1.4 TWO FURTHER MODELS OF THE NEW AGE 

There are some scholars working in the field of New Age whose 

approach is markedly less reductive. Both Paul Heelas and Michael York 

trace their intellectual lineage to sociological method and theory; both 

also rely on sociological typologies to a limited extent. However, both 

have also produced books recently (Heelas, 1996; York, 1995) which 

consider the phenomenon of the New Age more from a Religious Studies 

approach. 

Kim Knott has succinctly defined the differentiation of Sociology and 

Religious Studies approaches. Knott recognises the imbalance of 

scholarship on the side of sociology by stating that, "remarkably few 

scholars have focused on the religious implications of new religious 

movements" (my emphasis, 1988: 160). She defines the sociological 
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approach as "horizontal", as that "which considers the phenomenon of 

new movements in relation to such things as the background of 

members, group types and social organisation". Knott then defines the 

Religious Studies (and Anthropology) approach as "vertical", as that 

"which investigates the life of a movement with particular regard to its 

religious and cultural sources" (my emphasis, 1988: 161. ) Although this 

differentiation of methodology is a simplistic rendering, especially given 

the polymethodic nature of Religious Studies and its overlap with 

Sociology of Religion, it aptly characterises the limitations of many 

descriptions of the New Age. 

While Knott's strict delineation between the two disciplines cannot be 

regarded as complete, and therefore is not fully accurate, it does indicate 

the consequences of research carried out within the disciplines. That is to 

say, the emphasis of sociological enquiry into "horizontal" issues militates 

against a final description that recognises the role of "vertical" issues. 

Thus, the praxis of New Age spiritualities is conceived in social terms and 

categorised according to the names of groups or therapies. The result is 

an inflexible framework that does not represent the beliefs and practices 

of those who attend such groups or therapies. This is especially the case 

regarding the ever-changing networks of the New Age, where the most 

comprehensible core concerns relate to spiritual values, beliefs and, 

more importantly, praxis. The "life" of the New Age spiritualities is best 

studied, therefore, primarily from the perspective of Religious Studies. 

Paul Heelas refers to his own work as informed by the Religious Studies 
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approach evolved by Ninian Smart. But Heelas seems only to emphasise 

the preliminary position of a detached observer rather than develop any 

methodological sophistication with regard to the construction of theories 

or typologies. He states: 

Following the principles emphasised by Ninian Smart - 
who has done more than any one else to develop the 
discipline in this country - the academic study of religion 
must remain neutral with regard to matters of ultimate 
truth ... 

Writing as a researcher ... one has to be 
agnostic with regard to the ultimate truth of what is 
taking place ... What can be done, however, is note 
evidence, perhaps of financial abuse, which makes it 
unlikely that those concerned are what they claim to be. 
(1996: 6) 

While I would criticise this position as theoretically unsophisticated, 

Heelas has done more than any researcher to date in proposing a 

rational framework for the consideration of the New Age Movement. His 

collation and presentation of the multiplicity and mass of material is 

impressive. His text follows the vertical method, already described, in the 

presentation of the New Age Movement in three sections. First Heelas 

discusses the "portrayal" of the New Age movement, that is its key 

assumptions, historical background and current significance. Next Heelas 

considers the "appeal" of the New Age, that is, to whom do these ideas 

appeal and for what reasons? Finally he discusses its "effectiveness", 

which Heelas says is the value of its capacity as a vehicle for introducing 

the utopian". This last section, while interesting, is of course the most 

value-laden and therefore least able to achieve what amounts to a dream 

of neutrality. 

Two aspects of his work that require further consideration are his concept 
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of "Self-religions" and the inclusivity of his understanding of the New Age 

Movement. Self-religions is a notion coined by Heelas in 1982 in 

"Californian Self-Religions and Socialising the Subjective". It is the 

"unifying theme" of this latest work and has gained considerable 

currency, at least as a descriptor for new psychology and the Human 

Potential Movement. Heelas claims it is the "essential lingua franca" of 

the New Age Movement, though he admits there are "variations on the 

theme". The Self (capitalised) is the individual Spirit that is at once God 

and, with the corollary pantheist conception of God, is therefore universal 

also. While I do not debate the centrality of this idea in New Age thought, 

I confess dissatisfaction with the notion as an accurate essence of New 

Age spiritualities. It suggests the primacy of Self against the social or 

communal. But such a view is not representative of much New Age 

thought. It also seems to signify that interest in this Self is specific to the 

New Age Movement which it is not, a point illustrated for me by a friend 

who is a Zen Buddhist monk. In traditional Zen, the master Dogen writes 

in the Shobogenzo, section 1, Genjokoan: 

To learn the Buddhist way is to learn about oneself. To 
learn about oneself is to forget oneself. To forget 
oneself is to perceive oneself as all things. To realise 
this is to cast off the body and mind of self and others. 
(Dogen, 1988: 1,1) 

Furthermore, "Self-religions" would be better described as "Self- 

Spiritualities". For Heelas includes in his definition of religion such 

organisations as est or Exegesis which are more accurately described as 

psychologically based courses with a spiritual dimension. Marilyn 

Ferguson has coined the term apsychotechnologies" for those New Age 
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practices that rely on seminars or courses to promote models or 

ideologies of the psyche. The idea behind the use of technologies is the 

notion of instrumental tools that are quite specifically aimed at self- 

realisation. The central concept is usually that of "transformation". 

Moreover, these organisations are not equivalent to parallel religious 

organisations. 

This excessive breadth, or inclusivity, is a critical weakness in Heelas' 

theory. Lorne Dawson writes: 

He folds much, perhaps too much, into his conception of 
the New Age Movement ... Analytically, ... Heelas' 
category is too omnivorous, threatening to eliminate any 
meaningful consideration of functional alternatives to 
the New Age and injuriously blurring our sense of the 
temporal and spatial location of this movement (1997: 
391). 

This also is a significant point of departure for Michael York. His text, The 

Emerging Network (1995) is more obviously of a sociological tenor, and 

his classifications are more defined, while his theory is more 

sophisticated. York discriminates between New Age and neo-Pagan 

Movements; he distinguishes between the significantly different historical 

traditions as well as the contemporary spokespersons or representatives 

of these two worldviews. York cites Monica Sjöo's virulent criticisms of 

the New Age from a neo-Pagan perspective: Sjöo considers the New 

Age as "patriarchal and politically reactionary", with "blatantly male gods" 

and scenarios of light fighting evil "taken straight from Tolkien". The New 

Age, Sjöo continues, is "a kind of spiritual yuppiedom or even 

Thatcherism" in its acceptance of the political and economic status quo. 
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Finally, she connects some of the New Age thinking with "some very 

reactionary and pro-fascist views" from the 1930's (see York, 1995: 122- 

124). At least York is more honestly responsive than Heelas to the self- 

descriptions of those within the two movements. Equally, however, he is 

willing to consider the many similarities and relationships between the 

two movements. 

In the latter stages of his book York describes, largely uncritically, a wide 

variety of methodological approaches to the New Age and NRMs, from 

the standpoint of sociologists and church-sect theory. In the last pages of 

the text he establishes a methodology he finds usefully applicable to the 

phenomena of both the New Age and neo-Pagan Movements. This is 

Gerlach and Hine's concept of SPIN "Segmented Polycentric Integrated 

Network" (Gerlach and Hine, 1970 - see chapter 3 below). York, 

brilliantly, recognises the complementarity of this construct with 

Starhawk's description of the functions of pagan movements as "circular 

structures of immanence". Starhawk explains that: 

When a group is alive and thriving, coalitions are 
constantly forming, shifting, deepening, re-forming. 
When there is a great deal of crossover among 
coalitions, they become the stitching that binds the 
group together as a whole. (Quoted in York, 1995: 327- 
8) 

Finally, York cites Marilyn Ferguson's statement in The Aquarian 

Conspiracy, (1987) that "the Aquarian Conspiracy is, in effect, a SPIN of 

SPINs, a network of many networks aimed at social transformation". This 

concept, York claims, combined with a "church-denomination-cult-sect 

typology" reflects both the "reticulate polycephalous structure comprising 

39 



the holistic movement" and forms a "viable sociological tool" for study of 

the New Age and neo-Pagan Movements. 

Again it is worth noting that even with such a differentiated and subtle 

tool of analysis, York may arrive at a structural definition which accurately 

represents the social and political structure of the New Age and neo- 

Pagan movements, but this does not address the issue of what the 

beliefs and practices of New Age spiritualities actually amount to. 

The critique presented in this chapter clearly demonstrates the necessity 

of developing a hermeneutic appropriate to a study of New Age 

spiritualities. The accounts of the New Age offered by Parsons, Wallis 

and Anthony and Robbins do not reflect the actual morphology of New 

Age phenomena. The faults of their analyses, we have seen, are 

fundamentally flawed as to accuracy and utility. In part the limitations of 

their descriptions result from inappropriate methodology and method. 

Heelas and York offer more subtle descriptions of New Age phenomena 

but they also do not provide models of analysis for fully differentiated and 

detailed studies of New Age spiritualities. A more accurate account 

requires a novel approach: a hermeneutic that is sufficiently refined to 

reflect the multifaceted dimensions of the New Age. 

1.5 TOWARDS A NEW DISCOURSE 

In 1893, at The World's Parliament of Religions held in Chicago, there 

was great excitement at the prospect and dawning of a new age in the 
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study of religions. Joseph Kitagawa has described the sense of purpose 

felt at this meeting: 

What interested many ardent supporters of the 
parliament was the religious and philosophical inquiry 
into the possibility of the unity of all religions, and not 
the scholarly, religio-scientific study of religions (1959: 
40). 

This project never met its target, for even by the 1930's the comparative 

study of religion was being challenged methodologically and 

theologically. Academically, the comparative method in Religious Studies 

has moved out of mainstream research methodologies. But the influence 

of these scholars' dreams persists. The realm of this discourse has 

shifted from universities to halls, houses, individual encounters with 

multiple religions and "folk" understandings of the unity of religions. 

Furthermore, the mode of this discourse has shifted from a project of 

unifying different historically based, geographically specific and culturally 

situated religious traditions, to an ad hoc appropriation and adaptation of 

diverse ideas to the modern world environment. 

The similarity (if one need be found) between the New Age spiritualities' 

understanding and use of multiple religious ideas and that of early 

comparative approaches to the study of religions is the philosophical 

belief in essence. According to New Age beliefs there are essential 

recognisable truths to be found in all religions beneath the language of 

cultural specificity. New Age spiritualities conceive this as Aldous 

Huxley's "perennial philosophy", which necessarily exists as the 

expression of that core perennial spirit to be found within us all (Di Carlo, 
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1996: 93-5). The common thread linking the networks of the New Age 

spiritualities is the corollary belief that this philosophy teaches the 

rediscovery of the spirit. There may, however, be many different practical 

methods by which an individual might reach that goal. Bede Griffiths 

described just such a mode of thought in The Marriage of East and West 

(1986) in this way: 

It is the purpose of every genuine religion to reveal this 
transcendent mystery and to teach the way to its 
attainment ... When we penetrate beyond the rational 
mind, we come upon a deeper self, a self that takes 
hold of our whole being, body and soul, and draws us 
into its infinite being. (1986: 169) 

Griffiths illustrates here a crucial conflict in the worldview of New Age 

spiritualities and the worldview of many of those involved in the academic 

study of New Age. Griffiths assumes the possibility of going beyond 

rationality and is clearly privileging a spiritual conception of the self, while 

many academic descriptions and criticisms of such a worldview are firmly 

fixed within a rational and materialist framework, a point which, I hope, 

resonates with the critique of typological type approaches outlined above. 

This discussion is not new, of course. Arnold Toynbee grappled with the 

issue in his excellent series of Gifford Lectures in 1952-3, An Historian's 

Approach to Religion. There he conceived "human nature" as reflecting 

the spiritual and "non-human nature" as the physical: 

Human Nature will not account for the aspect of the 
Universe that mathematics and physics reveal; but then 
these will not account for the aspect that is revealed in 
Human Nature. There is no ground except caprice or 
prejudice for treating the mathematico-physical aspect 
of the Universe as being real in any fuller measure than 
the spiritual aspect is. The mathematico-physical 
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aspect, like the spiritual aspect, is a datum of human 
consciousness. Our view of the physical universe is no 
more objective than our view of ourselves. (Toynbee, 
1956: 288) 

If this is the case, how are we to "view" the phenomena of New Age 

spiritualities? Toynbee has no difficulty in isolating his discriminatory 

tools: 

All the living religions are going to be put to a searching 
practical test. 'By their fruits ye shall know them'. The 
practical test of a religion, always and everywhere, is its 
success or failure in helping human souls to respond to 
the challenges of Suffering and Sin. (Toynbee, 1956: 
296) 

And his measurement for this category is that of the historian, time: 

If we do not feel that we can aff ord to wait for Time to do 
its discriminating work, we are confessing to a lack of 
faith in the truth and value of the religion that happens 
to be ours. (Toynbee, 1956: 296) 

This, it will be seen, is quite an opposing approach to the objective 

neutrality espoused by Paul Heelas. Toynbee is convinced of the value, 

in religious matters at least, of taking a position with regard to the 

material. Monica Sjöo, much more polemically, is also willing to take this 

approach. Is there any value in such an approach for Religious Studies? 

Does the hermeneutic of adopting a specific stance have a valid use in 

the study of New Age spiritualities? 

As a first measure I propose considering the development of a new 

methodology and discourse which is sensitive and responsive to the 

actual nature of New Age spiritualities. This discourse should focus on 

the two related themes of "inclusivity" or plurality, and "involvement". The 
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necessity of formally stating an inclusive approach arises from the 

specific problems engendered both by the structures of New Age 

spiritualities and the truth claims made by those within the networks. The 

challenge for the student of religions is therefore methodological but also, 

prior to that, philosophical. One reason for this is that methodological 

clarity requires epistemological structure. Contemporary manifestations 

of spirituality challenge the accepted ontological and epistemological 

norms of modernity, which rely on scientific criteria of exclusivity and the 

assumption of the discrete nature of phenomena. A new epistemology, 

flexible enough to respond to New Age spiritualities, will necessarily 

include scientific criteria, but will equally enlarge the accepted fields of 

knowledge through the a priori acceptance of all worldviews. Notably, 

with regard to New Age spiritualities, worldviews which insist upon an 

underlying universal unity and those which conceive of cosmological 

explanations for events as pre-eminent. 

Specifically this will involve questioning a number of basic 

epistemological assumptions such as causality, which Jung called "one 

of our most sacred dogmas". It will also lead to a consideration of 

alternatives to fixed modalities of thought. These alternatives may 

include, for example, synchronicity in place of causality; uncertainty and 

probability in place of facticity; holism in place of particularism, especially 

with regard to models of "persons" in medicine and psychology; and 

developing concepts of the role of humanity from a cosmic rather than 

simply mundane and biological perspective. The result will be an 

extended heterogeneity of knowledge, not, as critics of such a 
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methodology might fear, an amorphous homogeneity. 

The second aspect of this new discourse has some grounding in 

postmodern critical theory. The critique I have given in this chapter can 

be simply restated: a structured and open reading of texts as well as 

study of religious practice and individuals' beliefs, involves conscious and 

unconscious presuppositions just as does the creation of typological 

constructs. The preliminary assumption of readers being able to achieve 

an etic (observer/objective) perspective is as inaccurate as the neutrality 

of observers in the study of religious practices. The more honest 

approach is therefore explicitly emic, just as much in reading as in the 

study of religious activity. This does not mean that the hermeneutic of the 

observer has no use, simply that such an approach, if it relies upon 

significantly different epistemological assumptions, will produce equally 

significant disparities in its conclusions. 

There must be some compatibility between the method of study and the 

phenomenon studied. Therefore a quantitative analysis of New Age 

spiritualities will yield information on those areas that conform to such an 

analysis -a horizontal description. But failure to include a qualitative 

analysis will yield only a two-dimensional description at best. 

Furthermore, if the qualitative analysis also relied on a significantly 

different worldview, such a method would equally result in an unbalanced 

account of the phenomena studied. The worst case of such an approach 

would result in a description that does not represent to any great extent 

the self-description of those ostensibly the objects of the study. 
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The conclusion of this critique is that the most successful and accurate 

hermeneutic in the study of New Age spiritualities is one which is 

practically oriented to participation and qualitative approaches, rather 

than observing and quantitative approaches. More radically, it adopts 

some of the very challenging ideas of New Age spiritualities themselves 

in order to capture adequately the dynamic and manifold nature of the 

phenomena. 

Finally, while many aspects of New Age thinking are historically 

derivative, the theoretical perspective I have described is post- 

postmodern. The ultimate meta-theory of post-structuralist critiques is 

that there is no final or correct understanding of reality. The relative 

status of basic ontological and epistemological theories is established by 

social and cultural norms, which are themselves dependent upon 

historical and geographical specificities. 

But within New Age thinking there is a further, underlying cause for the 

development of theories, norms and indeed local specificities which is the 

inter-relation of all aspects of the whole with each other. In this view, 

paradigms (or worldviews) and paradigm shifts are the result of the 

multiple confluences of the mundane and the cosmic, a web-like form of 

interactions. In essence this is an epistemology that recognises the total 

interdependence of all minutiae of existence. So, the Zen Buddhist 

teacher characterises an aspect of New Age thinking, as well as Zen 

cosmology when she states: "When a mote of dust rises, the whole 

universe rises with it. " 
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The consequences of the critique of typologies of the New Age offered in 

this chapter, and the suggestion of a new methodology, or at least the 

adoption of an involved hermeneutic, are two-fold. The first requirement 

is to make explicit the methodology and set of methods by which the New 

Age spiritualities may be more successfully studied. The second task is 

that of clarifying the field by a detailed study of elements that constitute 

the field. With new lenses it becomes possible to focus more accurately, 

and represent more usefully, some key features of the web of New Age 

spiritualities. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BRINGING NEW AGE SPIRITUALITIES INTO FOCUS 

No theory ever agrees with all the facts in its domain, 
yet it is not always the theory that is to blame. Facts are 
constituted by older ideologies, and a clash between 
facts and theories may be proof of progress. It is also a 
first step in our attempt to find the principles implicit in 
familiar observational notions. (Feyerabend, 1975: 57) 

My aim is decidedly not to use the categories of cultural 
totalities (whether worldviews, ideal types, the 
particular spirit of an age) in order to impose on history, 
despite itself, the forms of structural analysis. 
(Foucault, 1972: 5) 

Spirituality must encompass every dimension of human 
life. A responsible spirituality must be the expression of 
the whole woman. (Craighead, 1982: 78) 

2.1 THEORETICAL SIGNPOSTS AND PARADIGMS 

The conclusion of the last chapter posited a radical re-evaluation of the 

approach necessary to accurately comprehend the dynamism and 

diversity of New Age spiritualities. In brief, I found fault with the 

typologies of a number of sociological approaches in terms of practical 

and theoretical hermeneutics. The former because of insufficient and 

rigid models based on outmoded concepts of "religion"; the latter, 

because of the slow process of changing ideology - pre-postmodern 

theory is too deeply embedded in the historical record. That is, the 

history of descriptions of religion is actually an expression of the 

worldview of those who matched their theoretical presuppositions to the 

material they controlled in making these histories. Simply, old models 
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and methods worked within a particular worldview, which is now being 

challenged. Postmodern theories applied as a hermeneutic in the study 

of religiosity are of an emergent and tentative kind. 

This negative critique of vestigial positivist preconceptions I considered 

in the light of some forward-looking developments within the field. There 

is an increasingly subtle understanding of the construction of 

descriptions of religious belief and practice. In the three fields of 

Anthropology, Sociology and Religious Studies more sensitive research 

methods are evolving. The key move is from a cumbersome observer- 

participant model to one that accurately reflects the data using nuanced 

qualitative/quantitative hermeneutics. Equally there are some practical 

models more specifically appropriate for research in the field of New Age 

spiritualities, such as the idea of SPIN, "systems theory" and the notion 

of the "web". This chapter will focus on these areas, hermeneutics and 

practical models. In essence, it is an attempt to mould some general 

aspects, of what amounts to a critique of some forms of western 

knowledge, into a specific framework and foundation for research into 

New Age spiritualities. 

The sources for a comprehensive and responsive methodology must be 

manifold to achieve their embracing objective. Equally the methodology 

must be given a historical context before it can be applied to the data. 

(But such an image, of "application", is of course, theory-laden - it 

conveys the old duality of subject and object, a dichotomy that has been 

sufficiently philosophically discarded not to need further explanation). A 

49 



truly responsive methodology must adequately represent the data that it 

presumes to study. And it is this requirement which has led to the 

inclusion of both participatory and qualitative approaches in the study of 

religion. Yet the emphasis of many studies is still based on a theory of 

objectively describable phenomena. The form, status and presentation of 

knowledge for academic papers are still too often weighted towards the 

quantitative. Why is this so? 

Knowledge itself is a cultural artefact, a product of history and 

susceptible to the predispositions of its present milieu. How we know, or 

can describe, our experience of the world is structured by this cultural 

artefact. Thus, in the study of religion also, the presentation of 

information in a given field is moulded by the prevalent discourse, which 

is constructed within a broader framework of what constitutes 

knowledge. "Certain" knowledge at this moment in history is largely 

empirical and dependent on the history of post-enlightenment, post- 

industrial society. Our descriptions of religious practice and belief reflect 

this background. They are predominantly empirical; they represent this 

history because they emerge from it, necessarily. 

If knowledge and our descriptions are necessarily dependent on the 

past, how are we able to create new knowledge or reform imbalance in a 

field? Changing knowledge involves a self-reflective process. An initial 

response demands that we focus on what we mean by "knowledge". It is 

important to recognise the existence of many types of knowledge, 

working within many discourses. Then, it must be established which 
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discourses prevail in a field and how they function within that field. 

Finally, it must be recognised that discourses carry a certain power and 

influence in structuring the kinds of description that are acceptable and 

those that are not. The process of discovering the functional role and 

character of knowledge in a specific discourse can be likened to the 

process of psychological analysis. The objective of the Jungian analyst 

is to bring about a balanced individuated person. In this analysis the aim 

of unmasking the prevailing discourse leads to new knowledge and a 

new position of balance between acceptable and unacceptable forms of 

knowledge. 

Manifestations of this process are evident in all fields currently revisiting 

the bases of their knowledge in the light of post-structural critiques. This 

is especially so in the historical perspective of a global, postmodern 

society. This chapter can be conceived within such a context. It 

represents a particle of the re-valuation and re-dedication of Religious 

Studies to its foundations - the study of religious expression. 

Phenomenological practice apart, such a review has been long overdue. 

Wilfred Cantwell Smith argued against the notional construction of 

"religions" in 1964. Peter Beyer in 1998 states: 

Nonetheless, in spite of these inconsistencies and 
misgivings, the discipline in fact, for the most part, 
proceeds in practical terms as if religion were a 
reasonably clear category, as if there were definitely 
such entities as religions (or at least delineated 
traditions). (1998: 2) 
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The reason for the continued acceptance of this basic typology is akin to 

the general consensus of acceptance of the most rudimentary level of 

scientific empiricism; it manifestly works. But a historian will easily 

recognise that the notion of a "great chain of being" (Lovejoy, 1936) 

"worked", as also, before the Enlightenment, did the authority of the 

Church in the matter of controlling knowledge. The manner in which a 

tradition of knowledge works is a matter of cultural specificity. That all 

forms of knowledge have a temporal existence is, paradoxically, the 

most absolute statement we can make regarding the formation of 

knowledge. 

The point of these introductory comments is to create a context for the 

methodological construction that will be elaborated below. The context is 

an attempt to formulate an accurate descriptive methodology for the New 

Age spiritualities and represents one strand in a general critique of 

western knowledge. I have adopted a number of sources for this dual 

purpose. They are powerful challenges to the main discourses of 

modernity. They are critical of many contemporary fundamental 

assumptions about how we know and see the world. Michel Foucault 

perhaps would have resisted being used as a new foundation for a 

model of relativist knowledge. Certainly he would have been concerned 

that this may be a foundation whereby New Age beliefs could be found 

room in the house of postmodern knowledge. By contrast, Thomas Kuhn 

sits more happily in the space created by relative discourses. A number 

of secular feminists, however, would be equally as wary as Foucault 
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about their inclusion in this thesis as providing a contiguous model of 

knowledge to that espoused by some networks of New Age spiritualities. 

Nevertheless, I have used their critiques, as to some extent academic 

insiders, to support the peripheral and outsider claims to knowledge 

taken by elements of New Age spiritualities. Out of context my 

appropriation of Foucault's ideas may seem like an abuse of scholarly 

integrity. Yet I conceive the magpie relocation's of others ideas a part of 

the scholarly project. Evolutionary adoption and adaptation are intrinsic 

to the process of changing knowledge and understanding. 

2.2 POWER AND PARADIGMS 

2.2.1 Foucault's Critique of Discourse 

In The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) Foucault develops in detail his 

conception of a "history of ideas". He goes on to state the "great many 

points of divergence" between this method and his own "Archaeology" 

(Foucault, 1972: 136-140). This is a key section in the text, not least 

because it offers with rare clarity Foucault's definition of the value and 

aims of his archaeology. It is sufficient to note here that Foucault 

isolates four differences of principle, they concern the attribution of 

innovation, the analysis of contradictions, comparative descriptions, and 

the mapping of transformations" (Foucault, 1972: 138). Foucault denies 

any final reading from history or indeed any discourse. He claims only to 

"reveal" discourses, provide a "differential analysis" of discourses, deny 
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the possibility of oeuvres, and dissolve the idea of unity or an "author". 

Al of which is contrary to my objectives of accurately representing a set 

of phenomena, of charting a "new domain" Instead I am the "shady 

philosopher" whom Foucault characterises as the historian of ideas. 

Why then, does Foucault's thinking entrance me? Why, it is relevant to 

ask, was Foucault so careful to distance himself from this historian of 

ideas? Simply, because he draws his lines in the same way as a 

historian of ideas. Yet he is too subtle and rigorous to make the 

summative type of judgements of the historian of ideas. Indeed he is 

wary and careful to distance himself from any such trace. 

And now a suspicion occurs to me. I have behaved as if 
I were discovering a new domain, as if, in order to chart 
it, I needed new measurements and guidelines. But, in 
fact, was I not all the time in that very space that has 
long been known as 'the history of ideas'? ... I cannot 
be satisfied until I have cut myself off from 'the history 
of ideas. ' (Foucault, 1972: 136) 

Despite his disclaimers Foucault has provided tools which are easily 

appropriated by the historian of ideas. These tools are worth briefly 

expanding in terms of Foucault's various projects, before applying them 

to the study of religions and New Age spiritualities. 

In distinguishing Foucault's thought from that of Noam Chomsky, Paul 

Rabinow points to a significant objective of Foucault's, which is an 

implicit facet of all Foucault's critiques. "Foucault's aim is to understand 

the plurality of roles that reason, for example, has taken as a social 

practice in our civilisation". For Foucault this is a theme that became a 

"consistent imperative ... to discover the relations of specific scientific 
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disciplines and particular social practices" (Rabinow, 1984: 4-5). That 

there is a relation of social practice to reason, or knowledge, is a 

grounding principle of Foucault's approach. The correlative principle in 

his thinking is that the mode of this relationship is that of power. 

Foucault succinctly describes the relation thus: 

It is a question of what governs statements, and the 
way in which they govern each other so as to constitute 
a set of propositions which are scientifically acceptable, 
and hence capable of being verified or falsified by 
scientific procedures. (`Truth and Power", quoted in 
Rabinow, ed., 1984: 54) 

And, contrary to much structuralist and indeed post-structuralist thinking, 

he avoids linguistic metaphor and hermeneutic, "one's point of reference 

should not be to the great model of language and signs, but to that of 

war and battle ... relations of power not relations of meaning" ('Truth and 

Power", quoted in Rabinow, ed., 1984: 56). 

Foucault's method of genealogy and archaeology is carefully precise in 

avoiding any trace of "genesis, continuity, totalisation" (Foucault, 1972: 

138). He does not make any statements that could be construed as final 

and summative, except that power is the underlying factor in discourse 

construction. He is equally deliberate in prising open discontinuities, 

while establishing the heterogeneity of sources. ' 

' Re: genealogy, Foucault states, in "Nietzsche, Genealogy and History", The search 
for descent is not the erecting of foundations: on the contrary ... it fragments what was 
thought unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was imagined consistent with itself. " 
(Quoted in Rabinow, ed., 1984: 82) 
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A further area of Foucault's method relevant to this field is his 

"genealogy of the modern subject". In his analysis of modernity, which 

he suggests should be envisaged "as an attitude rather than a period of 

history", Foucault describes the ethos of the present as "a permanent 

critique of our historical era", based on modernity being "the will to 

'heroize' the present" ("What is Enlightenment? " quoted in Rabinow, ed., 

1984: 39-42). This analysis strongly parallels the notion of New Age 

spiritualities as Self-religions and as facets of this self-referential new 

"attitude" of modernity. 

The preface to The History of Sexuality: Volume 11 provides a worthwhile 

simile to the method that might be applied in a study of New Age 

spiritualities specifically and Religious Studies in a more general form. 

Here Foucault delineates an approach to "a historically singular form of 

experience", and it is clear from the excerpt below that the method 

concentrates on the outer boundaries, the "accidents" and "minor 

deviations", which are the hallmark of Foucault's critical methodology: 

To treat sexuality as the correlation of a domain of 
knowledge, a type of normativity and a mode of relation 
to the self; it means trying to decipher how, in Western 
societies, a complex experience is constituted from and 
around certain forms of behaviour: an experience which 
conjoins a field of study (with its own concepts, 
theories, diverse disciplines) a collection of rules (which 
differentiate the permissible from the forbidden, actual 
from monstrous, normal from pathological, what is 
decent from what is not etc. ) a mode of relation 
between the individual and himself (which enables him 
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to recognise himself as a sexual object amid others). 
(Foucault in Rabinow, ed., 1984: 333-4). 2 

A simple insertion of 'spirituality' or 'religiosity' for 'sexuality' reveals the 

applicability of this statement as a method of research. If New Age 

spiritualities are the [plural] "form of experience" then the correlate "field 

of study" is Religious Studies. A study of New Age spiritualities involves, 

therefore, an analysis of the structures that constitute this discourse of 

Religious Studies. It is possible to posit the historical formation of the 

"rules" and "concepts" of this discourse between the two structures of 

Religious institutions and scientific empirical knowledge. ureligious 

institutions" refers to the historical development of the study of religion 

and its especially Christian traditions: from the medieval universities and 

academies funded and directed under Church authority to the 

theological hegemony of Christian doctrine and dogma in debates on 

religion even to the middle of the twentieth century. 3 "Scientific empirical 

knowledge" refers to post-enlightenment Western knowledge with its 

privileged conception of an empirical world: from the Royal Society and 

Francis Bacon to Key Stage Three science in a modern secondary 

school. Hence the specific concepts, theories and typologies (the very 

way in which we frame our descriptions), including such constructions as 

2 It is a minor, but interesting point, that Foucault refers to self-recognition only from a 
male perspective here, when elsewhere he describes "subjectification" as the "way a 
human being turns him - or herself into a subject" (quoted in Rabinow, ed., 1984: 11). 
3 This might be conceived to include a broader field than simply the Christian tradition, 
but it remains hegemonic nevertheless, in the form of "World Religions", being those 
which suit the classification of religion in its traditional guise - cf Beyer, 1998. 
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New Age spiritualities, must be "unmasked" as parts of the genealogy of 

these two structures. 

If we proceed further with this analysis, along the lines Foucault sets out, 

it would be necessary to question the function of such concepts. One 

function is that the term "New Age" is a simplistic category for referring 

to diverse beliefs and practices. However, this is an unrepresentative 

definition when surveys show that those ostensibly involved in New Age 

activities explicitly reject the label. The effect is to socially marginalise 

those who are unrepresented. Further unmasking would investigate 

whose interests such terminology serves. Again, immediate 

consideration suggests the peripheralisation of the knowledge and ideas 

proposed by many New Age philosophies by the twin structures of power 

within this discourse. The purpose of peripheralisation lies in the relation 

of power and knowledge - it is a relationship "red in tooth and claw". 

Neither of the genealogies, religious institutions nor scientific knowledge 

are willing to give up their control of knowledge of the world, of spirit and 

matter. 

This style of analysis results in conspiratorial solutions. Foucault avoids 

such simplistic conclusions by refusing either to create a meta-theory or 

to arrive at final statements on any given issue. Yet this methodology 

would neither accurately represent nor do justice to a study of New Age 

spiritualities. It merely describes the context, or discourse, in which New 

Age spiritualities find themselves. 
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We must return to the theme that a study of a given phenomenon must 

represent the ostensible object of the study as it would itself. Therefore, 

just as most practices and theories espoused by those within the New 

Age assume an absolute and final position (for example, the "Universal 

Force" - Rose, 1996: 186) so, reflexively, a methodology designed to 

accurately represent and respond to this belief could posit an absolute 

statement regarding its ability to discover absolute foundations, even 

while recognising the practical impossibility of a fully comprehensive 

survey. Obviously this approach is not a necessary corollary of adopting 

Foucault's methodology and applying it to a study of New Age 

spiritualities. It is my view though, that Foucault's main philosophical 

weakness is that his explicit search for fractures and "perpetual 

disintegration" implicitly figures the binary opposite, not fractures but 

unity. For Foucault this is the silent "other" which he fails to recognise. 

Thus, a more accurate methodology (and a project thoroughly un- 

Foucauldian) uses the method of Foucault to unmask the concepts of 

knowledge and their functional use, but then proceeds to a new 

construction, a new view of New Age spiritualities and one which 

emanates from the field itself. 

A specific example of this approach is to consider the idea of New Age 

spiritualities as "Self-Religions". This particular description emerges in 

the history of studies of the New Age Movement in the work of Paul 

Heelas (1982, cf chapter 1: 15). His preliminary formulation of the idea 

arose out of his own sociological background and this aspect is clearly 
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emphasised in Heelas's work. He develops the notion that these Self- 

religions, arising initially in California, are predominantly social in their 

construction, and that they function as a means of "socialising the self" 

(the title of Heelas's 1982 paper is "Californian Self-Religions and 

Socialising the Subjective"). He states his "basic argument - that the self- 

religions have developed techniques which locate or construe the 

subjective in such a fashion as to make this realm predictable, secure, 

liveable and, in a nutshell, social" (Heelas's emphasis, 1982: 70). Heelas 

goes on to assert that, "self-religions stabilise, organise, amplify and 

control the subjective". Yet by failing to analyse the "subjective" to any 

degree Heelas is simply begging the question: what is the constitution of 

the subject? Of course, Heelas is quite correct to highlight the idea of the 

self, or subject, as crucially significant in the New Age Movement. It is 

perhaps the foremost trope in new religions, especially as it refers to the 

role of psychology in the historical development of New Age 

philosophies. Indeed, the development of the "higher self" is an explicit 

aim within the New Age Movement (Rose, 1996: 80ff). But this concept is 

more than a psychological and social key. To discover the wider 

meaning and function of the notion of self it needs to be treated as a 

cultural and historical artefact - not only in terms of its political and 

economic aspects, but as it functions in the construction of western 

knowledge. And it is this last aspect that will yield the most fruitful 

results. 
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In an interview with Foucault in 1983, shortly before his death, Paul 

Rabinow and Herbert Dreyfus questioned Foucault about whether there 

is any similarity between the Greek concern with the self and our modern 

"self-absorption". Foucault's response explicitly refers to the "Californian 

cult of the self", which he defines in terms of the psychoanalytic 

revelation of the "true self". He defines this notion of the self, which he 

considers to be "diametrically opposed" to the techne of the Greeks in 

making of their selves works of art. He explains: 

What happened in between is precisely an overturning 
of the classical culture of the self. This took place when 
Christianity substituted the idea of a self which one had 
to renounce, because clinging to the self was opposed 
to God's will, for the idea of a self which had to be 
created as a work of art. (Foucault in Rabinow, ed., 
1984: 362) 

This concept of the self must be analysed from within the field of New 

Age spiritualities and as a historical concept functioning within a broader 

epistemological discourse. 

Hence, an application of Foucault's analysis elucidates valuable insights 

into the realm of hermeneutics in the study of New Age spiritualities. He 

has marked a path by which we must reconsider the basic nomenclature 

of our subject. Furthermore, he has delineated in his analysis of 

"techniques of the self" a pertinent approach to the study of the Self in 

the Self-religions that are a part of the set of practices and beliefs 

comprised by New Age spiritualities. 
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However, to adopt and apply Foucault's theories will result, in my 

opinion, in a conclusion analogous to that of Wittgenstein in the 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. His propositions are steps on a ladder 

that must be thrown away after use. We "must transcend these 

propositions" (this method of Foucault's) to "see the world aright" 

(Wittgenstein, 1921: 6.54). 4 One might use a further Wittgensteinian 

image that a frame has been drawn around the picture, but the picture 

itself has been left unexpressed. Thus, we return again to the necessity 

for the voices of those espousing New Age spiritualities to describe at 

least the vocal form of this picture. 5 Yet both Foucault and Wittgenstein 

avoided "filling in" this particular space, lest their work become another 

system of closure. ' 

2.2.2 Kuhn's Paradigm Shifts 

It is possible to suggest a theoretical perspective that will result in a 

study which, to extend the metaphor, paints an accurate picture. This is 

a complex and a dangerous task, where one has to avoid the banal 

representationalism of historicism, and an abstraction that is 

incommensurate with the actual beliefs and practices of New Age 

spiritualities. Such a theory would presuppose that there is an end to 

4 This famous conclusion to the Tractatus is preceded by the statement that, "There 
are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words" (6.522) and concluded by "What we 
cannot speak about we must pass over in silence"(7). 
5 The "techniques" of this expression, of hearing the voices of the subjects of our study 
will be examined in relation, and In concert with, feminism as a critique, and feminist 
spirituality as a phenomenon (see below). 
6 In the Philosophical Investigations (1953) Wittgenstein contradicts this position - an 
analogy with this paper would be that he becomes more "involved" and takes a more 
emic stance. 
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genealogy, archaeology and the practice of unmasking; that beneath 

relative and culturally specific forms there exists an absolute, 

recognisable process. This process has been described by Thomas 

Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970, second edition) in 

terms of "paradigms". Reduced to simplicity, this process may be 

explained as the development of paradigms, their acculturation and 

acceptance within a community, then their overthrow or "paradigm shift" 

to a new consensus (paradigm). Kuhn's application of this theory to 

scientific knowledge caused immediate furore within the scientific 

community, but it is the epistemological resonance and consequent 

broader applications which are relevant in the study of religions 

generally, and New Age spiritualities especially. 

The simplicity of the dialectical structure of Kuhn's model belies the 

sophisticated detail of discourse analysis necessary to express the 

nature of a paradigm. As a historical meta-theory it has something of the 

grand vision of Hegel's dialectic of the progress of Geist, Marx's political 

materialist inversion of that process, or other meta-historical 

perspectives such as Spengler's or Toynbee's analyses of civilisations. 

The notion of a paradigm is perhaps best compared with the structuralist 

conception of discourse. The theory recognises a variety of paradigms 

(discourses) relevant to specific disciplines and requiring specialist skills 

to reveal their many facets. Yet there are more general paradigms, 

political, ethical, even epistemological and ontological, which provide the 
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basic characteristics, the foundations, of these specific paradigms. 7 If the 

theory and methodology of paradigms and paradigm shifts were applied 

to a study of New Age spiritualities, it would be possible to fill out the 

picture left blank by merely applying Foucault's critical method. 

For, Foucault has only helped us to reveal the functions and structure of 

our present concept of New Age spiritualities within the present 

paradigm of Religious Studies. Kuhn, however, has provided a model by 

which we might predict change within a paradigm shift and even pre- 

figure a new paradigm. Kuhn's notion of paradigm, filled out by 

descriptions of those within New Age spiritualities, gives us the palette 

by which we might represent the beliefs of New Age spiritualities most 

accurately. The model of an emergent paradigm does not require us to 

become a-historical, to presume a prescience beyond our cultural 

specificity. It does, however, assume that any description of a new 

paradigm must be to some degree hypothetical and tentative, but also 

visionary, which is (to conclude the metaphor) the realm of the artist- 

painter. 

To illustrate this point further it is useful to consider one of the foremost 

voices adapted and adopted by many New Age spiritualities, Carl Jung. 

In Modern Man in Search of a Soul (1933), 8 Jung states that we are at 

This description, it should be clear, reflects the description of knowledge as a cultural 
artefact outlined in the introduction to this chapter. 8 Published in 1933, somewhat in response to the increasingly secularist impulse within 
academia, and especially in implicit response to Freud's The Future of an Illusion 
(1927), these views considerably pre-date either Kuhn's notion of paradigms or the 
label of a "New Age". 
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the threshold of a new spiritual epoch" (1933: 250). He is aware of the 

partial foundations of his claim and of the tendentious value of 

psychology as a science (and therefore how his claim will be viewed in 

terms of true or certain knowledge by a rigorously empiricist scientific 

discourse). Nevertheless, he suggests the similitude of the 

Christianisation of the Roman Empire that pre-figures the concept of a 

major paradigm shift very accurately: 

the facts I have cited are wholly irrelevant 
contingencies in the eyes of many millions of 
Westerners, and seem only regrettable errors to a large 
number of educated persons. But I may ask: What did a 
cultivated Roman think of Christianity when he saw it 
spreading among the people of the lowest classes? 
(1933: 252) 

Obviously, history is equally littered with prophetic "errors" and 

"irrelevant contingencies", at least in terms of the creation of a paradigm. 

Few intellectual or spiritual movements have brought about a paradigm 

shift of consequence, though such is often entailed in their radical 

visions. In the light of failed visions one might consider the political 

utopianism of the Levellers, or Robert Owen's dreams of paternalist 

factory communities, such as his own in New Lanarkshire. Equally one 

might recognise the liberal communism which became the °god that 

failed" for intellectuals such as Arthur Koestler in the 1930's, or the 

pacifist visions developed in Haight-Ashbury in the 1960's. All were 

proposing a new paradigm that never fully emerged. But the last 

example given could be signified as a point of departure for the new 

paradigm espoused by the New Age spiritualities. Indeed, each of the 
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other examples has some relevance as a strand in the particular history 

of the construction of the "self", and a new concept of community in post- 

industrial society, 9 and are therefore also of relevance for the paradigm 

shift implied by a "New" Age. Analysis of paradigms will reveal 

sometimes tenuous, but nevertheless significant roots. However, none of 

these examples is comparable to the shift from a pagan to a Christian 

Roman Empire, and it is this level of paradigm shift that is envisioned by 

many New Age spiritualities and philosophies. 

For those adhering to New Age spiritualities the perceived over-arching 

paradigm of knowledge and experience is that of scientific empiricism, 

(the general legacy of Enlightenment rationality). Ironically perhaps, the 

focus of the perceived paradigm shift is also emerging from within that 

legacy, from scientists and science itself. The language of a new science 

is gaining currency within the broader field of New Age spiritualities (cf 

Di Carlo, 1996, Ferguson, 1980, chapter 6, Resurgence 1998,186: 26-7 

and 187: 6-12). The voices of scientists are especially privileged within 

New Age spiritualities discourse, just as they are in empiricist 

descriptions of the natural world. The popularity of certain scientific 

insights within the discourse of the New Age spiritualities is, for many 

within the New Age, indicative of a paradigm shift from a reductive 

materialist worldview to a holistic spiritual worldview. 

9 Obviously the levellers were pre-industrial, but it is the nature of history that ideas 
resonate beyond their cultural specificity. 
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Examples of these popular scientific insights range from Niels Bohr's 

epithetic recognition of Kuhn's theory, "Science advances funeral by 

funeral°, to the metaphysical speculations of other quantum physicists 

such as David Bohm's Wholeness and the Implicate Order (1980). 

Equally significant are James Lovelock's Gaia: A New Look at Life on 

Earth (1979), and more popular renditions of these ideas, such as Fritjof 

Capra's The Tao of Physics (1976) or The Web of Life (1996). It should 

be noted that a number of commentators consider these works "populist" 

and simply inaccurate (MacRobert, 1988; Seckel, 1988; Lucas, 1996). 

The voices of Capra et al resound in constructions and predictions of a 

new paradigm. But they are not the sole contributors to this new 

worldview; there are diverse expressions of a new paradigm from 

educationalists and economists to healers, historians and philosophers 

(Di Carlo, 1996) - evidence for those within the New Age of the depth 

and imminence of the paradigm shift. 

Again, it is not the place here to provide great detail about the variety of 

descriptions, and surprising unity of understanding of the key features of 

the new paradigm (or, as it is frequently described, "worldview"). My 

point is simply to construct an accurately representative hermeneutic 

which recognises the applicability of the method and theory of paradigm 

shifts in describing the phenomena of New Age spiritualities - especially 

as it reflects an idea of considerable currency within the New Age 

spiritualities themselves. 
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2.3 FEMINISM: A METHOD OF INVOLVEMENT 

There are two crucial ways in which feminism is comparable to the 

method of study of New Age spiritualities proposed in this thesis. First, 

as a critical method, it has laid out some of the boundaries which are 

equally appropriate for a study of New Age spiritualities; second, as a 

field, feminist enquiry includes, ever increasingly, women's spirituality, 

an area which pertains especially to the field of New Age spiritualities. 

The notion of feminism as a (developing) critical practice and a 

(developing) knowledge resonates with New Age spiritualities as a 

discourse that critiques one worldview and expands another. In this 

somewhat reified view of feminism it can be seen as a method of study 

that creates the object of its study. It uncovers a field of research, and 

unmasks reasons for the oversight of this field. 

Moreover, such Foucauldian unmasking is just one of the comparable 

tools used in the feminist project which has categorically "discovered" 

patriarchy. "Feminist critics have unmasked the ideological foundations 

of much of our knowledge and institutions, including the practice of 

religion and spirituality" (King, 1993: 16). Equally, the "rules" and 

"boundaries" of acceptable knowledge and behaviour have been shown 

by feminism to be historically conditioned by social constructions, under 

the aegis of the meta-paradigm of patriarchy. In the process of 

uncovering the entwinings of this power with the multiplicity of human 

activities, feminism has developed (from Paul Ricoeur) a corollary 

"hermeneutic of suspicion". The claim made here is that New Age 
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spiritualities closely parallel feminism to this extent: they are a subject for 

study and the best method to carry out this study emerges from the field 

itself. 

In this conception of feminism, it is possible to divide the practice of 

feminism into two parts: the negative critique of existing social forms, 

and the positive creation of a vision of future harmony. 1° While the areas 

covered by the "negative critique" and future "vision" are extensive, for 

relevance I will concentrate solely on the feminist study of women's 

spirituality, or spiritual feminism. 

In the introduction to The Feminist Mystic: And Other Essays on Women 

and Spirituality (1982), Mary Giles makes a claim which mirrors the 

historical moment that also led to the proliferation of much New Age 

thinking: 

We are at present, suspicious of the past, uncertain of 
the future. We are the women of solitude, being taught 
the art of living in and through the Spirit, and it is not 
easy. 

It is not easy precisely because the assured voices of 
religion and social institutions and traditions which we 
believe instructed women in the past seem still. What 
we hear is debate. (Giles, 1982: 1) 

The debate is that of postmodernity, the decline of institutional authority 

and relativisation of knowledge in conflict with juridical and scientific 

truth. In religion the debate ranges across the challenge of pluralism, 

inter-faith dialogue and multi-faith, multi-ethnic society in conflict with the 

69 



absolutes of the, especially monist, individual religious traditions. For 

women, this debate has been magnified, but at the same time brought to 

a focus, by the conflict between accepting traditional gender roles, the 

consequent continued passive playing out of an unrecognised, silent 

"other", and re-defining women's roles, which necessarily involves active 

challenge, whether or not that role is the final objective. The response of 

feminists to this debate, even in ascribing to the method and self- 

description as a "feminist", has been to create, to weave, a new vision of 

women's spirituality (cf Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow eds. Weaving 

the Visions: New Patterns in Feminist Spirituality, 1989). This creative 

action is again mirrored by New Age spiritualities in their attempts to 

frame a new paradigm. 

The warp and weft of this weaving involve four core aspects; a 

structured critique of past and present religious practices (Daly, 1985; 

Christ and Plaskow eds. 1979,1989; King, 1993; Spretnak, ed., 1982); a 

historical recovery and appropriation of belief, practice and human 

exemplars for a feminist spirituality (Giles, 1982; King, 1993; Ochs, 

1983); the continued development and application of a methodology 

which reflects women's interests, knowledge and biological skills -I am 

referring particularly to "mothering" (Ochs) and menstruation (Raphael), 

(Ochs, 1983; Raphael, 1996; Ruether, 1992); and an elaboration of a 

new "mystical feminism" or "feminist spirituality" (Anderson and Hopkins, 

10 Such a generalised statement obviously demands subtler definition, but the words 
have been carefully chosen and I hope the qualifications given below will serve to 
support rather than render the assertion meaningless. 
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1991; Garcia and Maitland, 1983; King, 1993). " 1 shall briefly proceed to 

a more detailed explanation of these four areas while making explicit the 

parallel relations of this specifically feminist reading of spirituality with 

the more inclusive, broad scope of New Age spiritualities. I refer to 

feminist spirituality as a phenomenon in the singular for the sake of ease 

of expression, while I recognise there are various feminist spiritualities, 

but their plurality is not damaged here (I believe). 

The most severe criticism of a religious tradition must be simply to leave 

it. This was the action taken by Meinrad Craighead. After fourteen years 

as a nun in an English Benedictine monastery she left, dissatisfied with 

an exclusively androgynous theology. But, typically for feminist criticisms 

of traditional religions, she did not reject the whole Christian tradition. 

Rather she adapted and developed her Christianity to a post-patriarchal 

worship, with God as mother. In "Immanent Mother" (1982), Craighead 

establishes the value of spirituality as an aspect of the old tradition, but 

promotes it as the essential feature of her new practice. She bases this 

re-vision of an old model on personal experience. In the androcentric 

tradition at the monastery she had always felt a part of her own 

religiosity was silent, or at least unexpressed to the wider community of 

Benedictines. Thus, she conceived a more inclusive theology, one that 

more truthfully represented the area of silence, the feminine, maternal 

" Citations of relevant texts here should be considered as readings rather than a 
general survey of the literature. 
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face of God. Almost as a moral imperative, she states "Spirituality must 

encompass every dimension of human life. A responsible spirituality 

must be the expression of the whole woman. " (Craighead, 1982: 78) 

Craighead's personal journey is representative of much feminist 

criticism; it is at once a rational and systematic critique of the patriarchal 

structures of traditional religion, as well as an expressive individual 

account of personal experience and understanding. This second aspect 

is one of the most vital contributions of feminism to academic studies. 

Feminism has made it possible and acceptable to discuss fields overlain 

by a history of dissociated male gravitas, in a manner that is involved, 

and where personal emotional response is allowed a voice. Ursula King 

prefaces the second edition of Women and Spirituality: Voices of Protest 

and Promise (1993) with a defining statement of this approach (at least, 

in as much as this is the style of discourse she adopts for this particular 

text): 

This book is not primarily an academic exercise looking 
at contemporary feminism from an interested but 
detached point of view. On the contrary, its approach is 
based on a positive identification with the experience of 
contemporary women, much of which is also my 
experience. It explores and engages in dialogue with 
diverse feminist voices in a sympathetic and critical 
way. The feminist vision appeals as much to 
imagination and feeling as to the mind. Consequently, 
this book was written with both my head and my heart. 
(King, 1993: xii)12 

12 Carol Ochs makes a similar criticism of the male western tradition, dependent on 
reason, and the need for a feminist spirituality that is more balanced and "fully human" 
- We need to recognise that to be human is to be capable both of reason and of 
emotional engagement" (Ochs, 1983: 5). 
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Such involvement is a central methodological theme proposed in this 

thesis. The qualitative and participatory aspects of a practical 

hermeneutic, which should be the basis of any fieldwork that is 

representative and accurate, depends upon the involvement of the 

scholar. There is a role both for the testimonies of subjects representing 

the phenomena, and for the researcher. While the former may be 

conceived as the ostensible "objectu of a study, feminism, post- 

structuralism and indeed New Age spiritualities assert a significance and 

value in the co-expression of the latter. An example of this form of 

argument may, again, be found in King (an argument which is equally 

relevant as part of the broader critique of traditional models of spirituality 

and indicative of the affirmation, or vision, of a new spirituality). 

The feminist critique of specific religious ideas and 
practices is becoming sharper ... as I and many others 
see it, at the heart of feminism is a spiritual struggle 
and a new experience which challenges much of 
traditional spirituality itself. More and more women are 
coming forth to speak about their religious life and 
about the understanding of spirituality from a feminist 
perspective. (1993: 56) 

New Age spiritualities function in a similar manner to this aspect of 

feminism " as a critique of tradition and testimony of the individual 

subject. 13 

13 Unfortunately, there is no comparable "-ism" to make a satisfactory reference to this 
mode of New Age spiritualities. For one can be a "feminist" or practise "feminism", yet 
if one were to describe oneself as "spiritualist" or practising "spiritualism", these 
designations refer to a specific movement, with roots In the nineteenth century and 
Andrew Jackson Davies' trance-channeling. (To complicate things further, spiritualism 
and channelling form one sub-set within the broad New Age Movement. ) Nevertheless, 
the appropriation of, for example, the notion of paradigms into the worldview of New 
Age spiritualities does constitute a structured critique in much the same way as 
criticism of patriarchy is a constituent of feminism. 

73 



2.3.2 Recovery of Women's Scirituality 

The second aspect of the feminist project, to rediscover, appropriate and 

valorise past formulations of spirituality again has marked similarities to 

New Age spiritualities. Early works on feminist spirituality, such as Mary 

Giles's The Feminist Mystic (1982), have made explicit this connection. 

Giles exhorted her readers to follow the paths of medieval Christian 

women mystics such'as Teresa of Avila or Catherine of Siena, "like the 

feminist mystic, we strive to be uniquely ourselves" (Giles, 1982: 3). 

Carol Ochs has attempted to uncover genuinely feminist role models in 

the Old Testament in Hagar and Leah, rather than "the role models men 

have offered us" in the forms of Deborah, Judith and Esther (Ochs, 

1983: 33ff). There are also many women re-establishing and recovering 

pagan Goddess traditions, from ecofeminist theologies such as that of 

Rosemary Radford Ruether in Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist Theology 

of Earth Healing (1992) and thealogies such as that of Melissa Raphael, 

to the witchcraft of Starhawk and the Great Cosmic Mother of Monica 

Sjöo. The realms of acceptable spiritual practices and beliefs are 

expanding in both feminism and New Age spiritualities. Equally, the co- 

creativity of the self in constructing myth and spirituality, which is no 

longer dependent upon fixed historical formulations, has a comparable 

phenomenology in spiritual feminism and New Age spiritualities. 
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The third area of feminist spirituality, the continued development of a 

methodology representative of women's interests knowledge and skills, 

may be considered as a further strand of the critique of western 

knowledge. This claim of special "women's interests, knowledge and 

skills" seems, at first, unequivocally essentialist. Yet if we consider the 

gender roles of women as socially and historically constructed, balanced 

with certain biological sex differences (focusing on women's unique role 

in conception, pregnancy and birth), the absolutist position is somewhat 

tempered. But it is significant that historical gender roles have become in 

feminism the leverage for a critique both of who controls (power) and 

how control is maintained (knowledge). The biological apartheid of the 

Royal Society existed not only in its male only membership, but also in 

its method and focal interests. Feminism as a general movement seeks 

to uncover both aspects, while feminist spirituality elucidates the specific 

limitations of patriarchal knowledge in religion. Moreover, in expressing 

limitations, feminist spirituality seeks to announce a new construction. 14 

The new view is a response to both history and biology. 

Carol Ochs chooses "mothering" as the "paradigmatic example" of 

women's contribution to a new spirituality. She asserts that historical, 

traditional ideas about spirituality have concentrated on ascetic and 

14 This statement should be considered in the light of my earlier appropriation of 
Foucault: the boundaries and liminality of certain discourses are made explicit 
(Foucault's project ends here); but a new formulation emerges which is not logically 
necessary, but in feminism is vital, from an ethical, practical, fully human perspective. 
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otherworldly aspects. But feminism does not deny the flesh. One may 

add that it was men and patriarchy that created and enforced menstrual 

social taboos - such viscerality is an essential feature of women's 

experience. Feminist spirituality for Ochs is a "spirituality of this world" 

with "mothering as a context". She states, "the practice of mothering 

itself affirms this world and militates against other-worldliness" (Ochs, 

1983: 45). A point that is made more explicitly by Raphael who writes, 

"certainly spiritual feminism is a productive activism in which female 

divine energies are expressed in biological and cultural generativity. A 

nine-month pregnancy requires about 800,000 calories and further 

calories to produce breast-milk; female sacral energies are not just a 

religious abstraction or metaphor - they actually burn food" (Raphael, 

1996: 130). 

Ochs further frames her new vision using Kant's critique of the 

categories of knowledge. She shows how Kant's claim that we cannot 

"know" reality in a pure sense (because our knowledge is filtered by our 

conceptions - especially time and quantity, or space) leads to the view 

that "a different sense of knowledge is needed". Such knowledge may be 

found in the category of knowing as "love". An example of this knowing 

comes in a mother's (or father's) relationship with an infant, whose own 

love is a pre-literate knowledge (Ochs, 1983: 52ff). Women's specific 

contribution to a new spirituality, Ochs affirms, comes in the form of 

these types of knowledge, especially "love, work and the communal life". 

This is perhaps a rather conservative, "worldly" end to her critique, 
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especially when one compares the mundane knowledge of work and 

community with the vibrancy of knowledge claimed within the New Age 

spiritualities. 

The final feature of feminist spirituality, the creation of a new spirituality, 

is in many women's experience chronologically prior. Personal 

experience and self-reflection create the circumstances of a new 

understanding of spirituality. Intellectual critiques are secondary. The 

new spirituality is experienced foremost, often concurrently with the 

creation of intellectual frameworks, and is the subjective conclusion of 

feminist spirituality. Such pre-eminence of experience affects 

methodology and the presentation of ideas. Objective theologies and 

traditions are subsumed under the personal quest and the desire to 

express individual experiences within new frameworks of knowledge. 

Herein lies the similarity with historical expressions of mysticism, feminist 

spirituality and New Age spiritualities. The personal experience of God, 

Higher Self or spirit is the substance of spirituality, and is the light that 

defines the outlines of the substance. It is, therefore, both ontology and 

epistemology. This also is the key to the methodology of involvement; 

feminist spirituality and New Age spiritualities privilege personal 

knowledge sufficiently for that voice to be heard against the often 

overwhelming boom of traditional paradigms of knowledge. 

77 



It is not surprising that the image throughout Sherry Anderson and 

Patricia Hopkins' book, The Feminine Face of God: the Unfolding of the 

Sacred in Women (1992), is of a garden. Nurturing and care, we have 

already seen, are significant facets of the kind of knowledge and 

expressions of religiosity representative of much feminist spirituality. 

Growth is also a paradigm-image in many women's spiritualities. But the 

frequent corollary metaphor of a "journey" with beginning and end, a 

linear progress, has been problematised by some feminists as indicative 

of patriarchal thought forms. "The journey metaphor in traditional 

Western Spirituality conflicts with women's view of spirituality because 

inherent in the metaphor is the notion of a goal. Women's experience in 

mothering places value in the process, not in the final goal" (Ochs 1983: 

138). Ochs' view is supported by the description of spiritual growth given 

in Anderson and Hopkins: 

To embody the sacred so deeply that it flows into all our 
relationships - this, the women say, is where we are 
going now. It is where we need to go. And, not 
incidentally, it is where we have come from. (1992: 227) 

The vision is harmonious, being in the world (involvement) and fulfilling 

the demands of the "other", the spirit (which is what Heidegger meant by 

"the presence of the present", da-sein, "being in the light of Being"). This 

vision incorporates women's experience on a personal and particular 

level with a general human experience. It is a new form of knowledge 

and a new position of balance. 
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A crucial aspect of this new balance consists in the relationship between 

the individual "self" and communal responsibility. In chapter 11 briefly 

considered Paul Heelas' rubric of "Self-religions" as an unsophisticated, 

though important, notion of New Age religions socialising the self. In 

feminist spirituality, the concept of the role of the self is wider than 

Heelas' understanding and presents a truer, more accurate reading of 

the idea of the self in New Age spiritualities. King refers to the 

contemporary women's movement giving "expression to women's active 

determination to shape their own 'self' and the world around them" and 

adds that, "this process of finding a sense of self does not only occur at 

the personal level. It is happening at the social level to women as a 

group, in our society and many other societies around the globe" (King, 

1993: 1-2). For her, and many feminists, "feminist spirituality is not only 

linked to a personal search for meaning and greater inwardness, but is 

often closely connected with the acceptance of social responsibility and 

political activism" (King, 1993: 116). 

This is the inverse of Heelas notion of religions that socialise the self; 

rather it is the new idea of a spiritual self that comes to the social with a 

new vision of community. It is this understanding which informs 

Anderson and Hopkins in their final chapter, "Being the Sacred Garden", 

This knowledge, concrete and particular, brings us all 
to the truth once perceived only by mystics, shamans 
and saints: that we are all connected. We know that we, 
who did not weave the web of life, who are merely a 
strand in it, can destroy it. We know, as Chief Seattle 
said over a hundred years ago, that whatever we do to 
the web, we do to ourselves. (1992: 226) 
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The idea of a "web" is an old metaphor. Yet it has contemporary 

resonances as a model for how we conceive the world, and experience 

it. Equally it has apt applications as a model for the study of New Age 

spiritualities. The task of the next chapter is to draw out this model, to 

avoid the pitfalls of the descriptions criticised in chapter 1 and to include 

the insights elucidated in both this and the former chapter. The focus of 

this task is to develop an approach which is "involved" in its method and 

subject, and to provide a model which is "accurate" and "useful" in that it 

reflects the dynamic form of its ostensible object and represents the 

voices, beliefs and practices of those whom it seeks to describe. 

Furthermore, if the model of the web is to fulfil its design criteria, it 

should equally clarify in empirical research the notion and role of the self 

within the community of the New Age spiritualities and the wider world. 
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PART II 

METHODOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY: THE WEB AS MODEL 

All testing, all confirmation and disconfirmation of a 
hypothesis takes place already within a system ... The 
system is not so much the point of departure, as the 
element in which arguments have their life. (Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, 1969: 105) 

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal 
suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, 
I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to 
be therefore not an experimental science in search of 
law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. 
(Clifford Geertz, 1973: 5) 

We believe that God is speaking in this moment. The 
divine language may not be the language of our 
traditions and assumptions, but a new language 
altogether. (Duncan Ferguson, 1993: x) 

3.1. THE LANGUAGE OF THE WEB 

The models that we bring to our experience prefigure how we experience 

the world. This basic tenet has profound implications for the researcher. 

An explicitly empirical piece of research requires considerable sensitivity 

in the light of such an observation. The most extreme example of 

researchers paying heed to this continuous quandary (if by "extreme" we 

mean time, energy and financial resources) can be found in particle 

physics research. George Johnson expresses the essence of the 

problem in this way: 

As we go from electrons to positrons to neutrinos to 
quarks, and from gas-filled discharge tubes to cloud 
chambers to accelerators shooting beams at detectors 
so elaborate that they are among the most complex, 
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delicate devices ever made - it becomes harder to be 
sure that experimenters are simply observing what the 
theorists predict. There is a wide gulf between the 
beholder and the beheld, consisting not only of millions 
of dollars worth of detecting equipment but of the 
complex of theories with which the experiment is 
designed, its results interpreted. (Johnson, 1995: 55) 

At the quantum level of research there are peculiar problems, which 

require a "complex of theories". But even at the macro level of human 

experience and interaction, there are specific problems of interpretation, 

which require sets of theories to comprehend them. Underlying the 

scientific project which led to particle physics is the epistemological 

assumption of a directly observable world and that the universe is 

comprehensible to the human mind. The research, in this area of 

science at least, has refracted back onto its theoretical presuppositions, 

to question the interpretative role of the observer. Johnson expresses 

this questioning of presumptions by focusing on the observers a priori 

belief that the universe has a symmetry: "Compelled by our faith in the 

brain's ability to see the core of creation, are we simply filling in the 

fractures. of our imperfect theories? Are quarks and dark matter 

discoveries or are they inventions, artefacts of the brain's hunger for 

symmetry? " (Johnson, 1995: 24) 

Research into the new and fluid set of phenomena of the New Age 

spiritualities must equally be sensible of "artefacts" of the mind which 

impose order on the data. Both conscious assumptions, in the form of 

typologies, and unconscious predilections, such as the search for order 

and structure, require cautious appraisal. Those aspects of belief and 
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practice that are amenable to quantifiable analysis, which fit easily into 

structural analysis, should also be considered carefully, for the crucial 

element of change that militates against the reified world of absolute 

depictions. Given these criteria of caution, the researcher is left with only 

the ability to make statements of limited applicability, or continually to 

qualify specific comments. Such a study, it would appear, will result in a 

survey of individualised instances and meaningless generalisations. 

Every attempt at clarity will die Anthony Flew's "death of a thousand 

qualifications" (1955: 107) or emerge in a highly relativised manner, 

scarcely different from a solipsist expression of the world. 

These, at least, are the criticisms to which the nuanced method I am 

defining should respond. But, the response is already included in the 

method: by accurately reflecting the ideas of those within the New Age, 

and by representing these ideas within the broader epistemological 

context of a critique of existing epistemology, it becomes possible to 

usefully assert certain "facts" about the New Age spiritualities. These 

facts are indeed temporally located, but they are no less valuable than 

other facts, contingent as all facts are upon the language of historical 

and cultural specificity. It is simply that these facts emerge in a different 

language-game. The relationship between facts and language, and how 

they change, requires a brief excursion into Wittgenstein's linguistic 

analysis. 

Wittgenstein asserted that the rules of the language-game need not be 

explicitly learnt: 
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The propositions describing the world-picture might be 
part of a kind of mythology. And their role is like that of 
rules of a game: and the game can be learned purely 
practically, without learning any specific rules. (1969: 
95) 

But his description here applies to a ucommon° language. ' The rules for 

an unusual or new language have to be specifically described. There is 

not an "accustomed context" which "allows what is meant to come 

through clearly" (Wittgenstein, 1969: 237). The onus in bringing forth a 

new language is to provide transparent presuppositions. The difficulty is 

to expose the complex system that underlies a "world-picture°, and to 

explain the relationship between facts and the determinants for 

establishing them as facts. 2 

This very issue of the relationship between facts, language, the world 

and our experience of it, is at the heart of many of the claims in the 

broad spectrum of New Age spiritualities. Much of our experience, it is 

claimed, is mediated and limited by the functions of our language and 

the past construction of our knowledge. The overarching paradigm of 

positivist science has, from the position of the New Age spiritualities, 

foreclosed many areas of possible human experience, from past lives to 

past civilisations, from extra-sensory to extra-terrestrial. The paradigm 

' The notion of a common language is a very loaded concept. One can speak of 
languages like discourses, with different rules dependent upon different circumstances 
and indeed different speakers of a language. This issue has again been highlighted by 
feminist critics of the patriarchal functions of language, cf Adrienne Rich's collection of 
poems The Dream of a Common Language, 1978 

in his response to G. E. Moore's "defence of common sense", Wittgenstein effectively 
undermines the criteria for the assertion of a basic set of facts which we know through 
common sense. He states that, "whether a proposition can turn out false after all 
depends on what I make count as determinants for that proposition" (1969: 5). 
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shift proposed in the vision and language of New Age spiritualities is of 

knowledge and experience that extend beyond the narrow parameters of 

this scientific paradigm. 

That language and knowledge can change is not such a revolutionary 

claim - though sometimes the claims themselves - especially certain 

millennialist predictions regarding extra-terrestrial visitations may indeed 

appear revolutionary. Wittgenstein described the process of conceptual, 

linguistic change: 

A meaning of a word is a kind of employment of it. For it 
is what we learn when the word is incorporated into our 
language. 
If we imagine facts other than as they are, certain 
language-games lose some of their importance, while 
others become important. And in this way there is an 
alteration -a gradual one - in the use of a vocabulary of 
a language. 
When language-games change, then there is a change 
in concepts, and with the concepts the meanings of 
words change. (1969: 61-65)3 

The challenge presented by much of the thinking within the New Age 

spiritualities amounts to a shift in language-games. For those posing this 

challenge to scientific epistemology the core theme is that we are in the 

process of a Kuhnian cultural and epistemic paradigm shift. Many of the 

concepts of spiritual growth, of transformation, current within the greater 

part of New Age spiritualities demand conceptual shifts and new 

language-games. 

3 It should be noted that Wittgenstein appears to be adopting a "gradualist" notion of 
change. However, he is not specific regarding the time frame of his conception of 
"gradual". Nevertheless, despite the possible conflict between "sudden" and gradual 
shifts of paradigms both Wittgenstein and Kuhn are engaged in the matter of describing 
the process whereby knowledge changes. 
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The new language-game proposed here is a new model for 

understanding the ideas and social interactions of those within the New 

Age spiritualities. It is the practical result of the critique given in chapter 

1 and the theoretical perspectives outlined in chapter 2. It is a model that 

seeks to reflect the plurality and eclectic nature of New Age spiritualities, 

at the same time as highlighting the specificities of New Age religiosity. 

For, one of the shortcomings of those sociologists situating and 

modelling the New Age as an NRM is that it does not function like a 

traditional religion such as Christianity. (That "traditional" religions 

transgress the fragile boundaries of the concept of "religion" is another 

issue). David Spangler has given an apt metaphor by which the New 

Age can be distinguished from traditional religions. He compares 

Christianity to a cathedral whose architecture is "unified in the person of 

Jesus Christ"; while the New Age "is more like a flea market or county 

fair ... [with] ... jesters and jugglers, magicians and shamans, healers and 

mystics, and the inevitable hucksters eager for a quick sale before 

packing up and moving onu. The error committed by many 

commentators, according to Spangler, "has been to isolate one or two 

tents and to deal with them as if they were cathedrals covering the whole 

fair". The fair, he says, "is a place whose architecture is horizontal rather 

than vertical" (1993: 80). 

This spatial metaphor is a useful entry point for a discussion of models 

and typologies that may accurately describe the relations and functions 

of New Age spiritualities. The core theme of the framework I will outline 
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is interconnections. The pathways of these interconnections form the 

weblike structure that comprises the shape of the model. To extend 

Spangler's metaphor, we need to imagine the movements of those 

visiting the fair during the course of a day. Each person would leave a 

different trail of footprints from one tent to another. It is our task to reveal 

the nature of that pathway, to measure the consequences and meanings 

of the connections made at the fair. The tents, which incorporate certain 

specific traditions are vital to our study, but they are the nodes, the 

points of linkage between the pathways - and in this fair, even the tents 

are not static. It is possible, and indeed useful, to do detailed 

ethnographic studies of individual tents, for example channelling (Brown, 

1996) or the Osho movement (Puttick, 1997), 4 but such methods will not 

illuminate the whole. To view the whole, albeit a vision of a shifting 

pattern, requires a different vantage point that in turn incites the 

mapping of a new model. 

3.2 THE WEB MODEL 

Methodology and phenomena are intertwined: as the former "discovers" 

the latter, so the latter defines the former. This sympathetic connection is 

a necessary presupposition if we are accurately to define the field of 

4 Elizabeth Puttick's research deals with women in NRMs, but her experience and 
empirical research focuses on the Osho movement - see Puttick, 1997: 4-5. 
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New Age spiritualities. The model of the web emerges in this interaction 

of theory and praxis as a means of explaining the complex phenomena 

that amount to the New Age spiritualities. The web is the interface linking 

methodology, model and phenomena. It has roots in diverse fields from 

systems theory to transpersonal psychology. In outlining these roots I 

will define the key features of the model. 

The notion of the web has considerable currency, especially in 

information technology and the resources of the world wide web. It is 

significant as a paradigmatic model for living systems (Capra, 1996; 

Anderson and Hopkins, 1992: 226). 5. At the same time the idea of the 

web has been explicitly applied to methodology in the study of religions, 

as in Rita Gross's construction of a feminist hermeneutic which is a 

"seamless harmonious web" (1993: 315). The idea of a web of 

interconnecting approaches is also implicit in a number of approaches, 

such as Helen Thorne's "synthesis of methods" which links multiple 

social research methods between a bi-polar schema of knowledge and 

self-reflection (2000: 47-9); Lene Sjorup's "holistic" and "spiral" 

epistemology (1998: 129); and the model of the "segmented polycentric 

5 Anderson and Hopkins' reference to Chief Seattle's 1852 response to the United 
States government inquiry regarding acquisition of Indian territory (which marked the 
end of the "permanent" frontier) has significant resonances for New Age spiritualities 
conception of the self immersed in, Arne Naess's notion of, "deep ecology". Seattle's 
letter is quoted in full in Campbell (1988: 34-5). It has also spawned many creative 
endeavours including the following poem by Ted Perry: 
This we know 
All things are connected 
Like the blood which unites one family 
Whatever befalls the earth 
Befalls the sons and daughters of the earth. 
Man did not weave the web of life, 
He is merely a strand in it 
Whatever he does to the web, He does to himself. (Cited In Capra, 1996, inside cover) 
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integrated network" developed by Luther Gerlach and Virginia Hine 

(1970: xii; 33-4 - see below). 

One of the factors influencing this perspective of applying 

interconnecting methods is the reaction against the limits of unitary 

linear approaches: Gross takes a stand against the predominant linear 

phenomenological approach in the history of religions (such as that 

outlined by Cox, 1992: 24-40); Thorne critiques positivist and 

interpretative research methods as too linear and "essentially 

compartmentalised"; while Sjorup suggests such approaches not only 

limit possible knowledge but may be intrinsic to the degradation of the 

planet: 

Clearly, a holistic epistemology cannot make an 
aeroplane fly. But it could prevent ecological 
catastrophes. If we want to search for new knowledge a 
spiral epistemology may be very useful ... One epistemology cannot be said to be the 'better'. 
However, the logical, linear epistemology is the 
dominant paradigm today. It limits the knowledge we 
can obtain, barring us from perceiving what we already 
know. (1998: 129) 

The reaction to the limitations of linear methodologies is then a 

preliminary feature of the methodology of the web, albeit a definition of 

what it is not. The assumption is that there are complex and ever 

changing aspects to the phenomena studied which can only be 

described with an equally complex hermeneutic responsive to this 

shifting morphology. It is, in some ways, analogous to Derrida's notion of 

"traces" which combines the historical circumstances of phenomena with 

the specificities of their present existence at the same time as 
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interweaving the perspective, or traces, of the scholar's own 

particularities. Thus, while, text, language, argument necessitate a 

beginning and proceed as if developing a linear progression, it is 

possible to presume that any beginning emerges in a wider context of 

many possible beginnings. 

The image of the web allows such a presumption: there is no necessary 

single point of entry. Methodologically the web describes the scholar's 

use of a multiplicity of methods to define phenomena. It is practicable to 

outline a single method as a means of study, such as the questionnaire, 

while recollecting that its application is an abstraction from many 

concurrent methods or approaches to the phenomena. The web of 

methods informs and is informed by a single abstracted method. 

Phenomenologically the image of the web means it is viable to consider 

a phenomenon in this abstracted sense also. However, without reference 

to the wider phenomena that constitute the context of singular practices 

and traditions, such descriptions are fictional or partial abstractions. One 

might adopt the epithet "context is all" in the descriptive methodology of 

the web. 

Another feature of web theory (as I define it) is that it grows out of 

systems theory. A general systems theory was developed by Ludwig von 

Bertalanffy in 19686 to describe the basic relationships and principles of 

6 Capra notes that Bertalanffy is "commonly credited with the first formulation of a 
comprehensive theoretical framework", but in fact a similar theory, called "tektology" 
had been developed by the Russian scientist Alexander Bogdanov "twenty or thirty 
years before" (1996: 43). 
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living systems. The core rubric for systems thinking is that it focuses on 

modes of organisation, inter-relation and relationship rather than an 

atomistic view of intrinsic properties. Philosophically the theory has 

similarities to Alfred North Whitehead's "process" philosophy and bears 

some resemblance to Wittgenstein's analysis of language where 

"meaning is use", that is, concepts are defined by their context. So, for 

Bertalanffy, living systems are defined by their patterns of organisation. 

It is, from a systems point of view, fallacious to reduce holistic systems to 

their parts in order to discover how the system operates. 

Another key proponent of systems thinking is Ervin Laszlo, who has built 

upon Bertalanffy's biological systems theory to consider how the theory 

applies to culture. Laszlo has called for new scientific laws which deal 

with "integrated wholes", basing this claim on the principle that "holistic 

characteristics" of groups or wholes are irreducible and cannot be found 

in the separate categorisation of their components (1972: 11,29). The 

most important aspects of organisms from a systems approach are not 

their reducible mechanistic functions, but their qualities to organise 

themselves as wholes. The qualities of self-organisation are the themes 

that structure the systems woridview. Essentially they are comprised by 

four related ideas. The first is the idea of "homeostasis", which originally 

referred to the regulative mechanisms of warm-blooded animals, but in 

its wider application, refers to the mechanisms that regulate species in 

the biosphere. The second idea is "phylogenesis", which refers to 

species evolution rather than individual evolution. From a cultural 
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perspective phylogenesis stresses an anthropocentric vision. The third 

idea is "openness" which specifically refers to the dynamic functions of a 

system necessary to maintain a steady state. Finally, the idea of 

hierarchy posits a network system whereby, "systemic units collaborate 

with units of their own level and form super-units, and these, in 

collaboration, with their own kind, form still higher level units" (Laszlo, 

1972: 73). Application of systems theory to the wider context of human 

society and beyond to the whole biosphere encourages a new ethic from 

Laszlo: 

It allows us to understand that man is one species of 
system in a complex and embracing hierarchy of 
nature, and at the same time it tells us that all systems 
have value and intrinsic worth ... Seeing himself as a 
connecting link in a complex natural hierarchy cancels 
man's anthropocentrism, but seeing the hierarchy itself 
as an expression of self-ordering and self-creating 
nature bolsters his self-esteem and encourages his 
humanism. (1972: 118) 

It is a vision at once resonant with a late-Victorian sense of man's 

responsibility (normative masculine gender pronoun included), and in 

sympathy with the more contemporary ethical standpoints of ecological 

awareness or even the 1993 World Parliament of Religions' "Declaration 

Toward a Global Ethic" (cf Kung and Kuschel eds. 1993). There are 

however, certain elements within the criteria of systems thinking which 

resemble those I have elucidated regarding the web - most significantly, 

the ideas of inter-relationship and dynamism with the emphasis on 

holistic characteristics. 
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. 2.2 CaDra's Theory of the W 

Systems theory has progressed since Laszlo's definition of a "natural 

philosophy" and now more directly embraces both scientific and cultural 

worldviews, especially in the work of Fritjof Capra. I am greatly indebted 

to Capra's specific creation and explication of the web as a model for 

living systems, in The Web of Life (1996) and "The Web Page" in 

Resurgence (1997-9). Capra has taken up Laszlo's broader concerns 

with the environment and human culture and society. ' The focus of 

Capra's notion of the web does, however, differ from the systems of 

Laszlo through the rejection of hierarchical models because they are 

representative of "patriarchal society" (1996: 10). In fact Capra defines a 

new paradigm shiftin culture and society "from structure to process" 

(1992: xii) which amounts to a "shift in social organisation from 

hierarchies to networks" (1996: 10). 

From an empirical perspective this excessively general claim of a 

paradigm shift is open to considerable counter-argument and examples - 

hierarchies quite obviously function in many areas of society today. 

Contrary examples can equally be found to undermine his corollary 

statement of the "shift from objective science to 'epistemic' science" 

(1992: xiii). A basic knowledge of the way we teach science in our 

Capra outlined his concept of society, in conversation with David Steindl-Rast and 
Thomas Matus, using the notion of paradigms, but it is apt to apply this vision to his 
understanding of how society functions as a network: "A social paradigm, for me, is a 
constellation of concepts, values, perceptions and practices, shared by a community 
that forms a particular vision of reality that is the basis of the way the community 
organises itself" (1992: 34). 
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schools through the National Curriculum (in England and Wales) would 

show that the notion of objective science is a live and functioning 

paradigm. Nevertheless, Capra is correct in asserting the increasing 

influence of network models in science and the broader perspective of 

contemporary culture. It is worth citing Capra's explanation of how 

networks function at some length in order to clarify the fundamental 

features of the image of interaction and inter-dependence: 

The view of living systems as networks provides a 
novel perspective on the so-called 'hierarchies' of 
nature. Since living systems at all levels are networks, 
we must visualise the web of life as living systems 
(networks) interacting in network fashion with other 
systems (networks). For example, we can picture an 
ecosystem schematically as a network with a few 
nodes. Each node represents an organism, which 
means that each node, when magnified, appears itself 
as a network. Each node in the new network may 
represent an organ, which in turn will appear as a 
network when magnified and so on. 

In other words, the web of life consists of networks 
within networks. At each scale, under close scrutiny, 
the nodes of the network reveal themselves as smaller 
networks. We tend to arrange these systems, all 
nesting within larger systems, in a hierarchical scheme 
by placing the larger systems above the smaller in 
pyramid fashion. But this is a human projection. In 
nature, there is no'above', nor'below', and there are no 
hierarchies. There are only networks nesting within 
other networks. (1996: 35) 

We thus have an image markedly similar to Spangler's horizontal fair. In 

terms of the phenomena of New Age spiritualities there is no hierarchy of 

organisation, unless the observer specifically adopts one, such as the 

statistical significance of certain New Age groupings (some 

tents/networks are bigger than others). It is simply the case that there 
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are manifold networks operating within the larger network I have defined 

as New Age spiritualities. But Capra should go further, because even the 

creation of networks is part of a human construction which, from a 

postmodern perspective can be conceived as "at best no more than a 

temporarily useful fiction masking chaos° (Tarnas, 1991: 401). The web 

is a means of organising the chaos of overlapping institutions and 

practices that are the network of New Age spiritualities. 

Within Capra's definition of ever-magnifiable networks is the notion of 

holography. The holographic model of the world is another significant 

idea in the realm of New Age thinking (Ferguson, 1980: 177-187; Wilber, 

1982; Hanegraaff, 1996: 139-151). It emerged from the field of 

neuroscience when Karl Pribram suggested, in 1966, that the 

explanation for the continuation of memory, despite damage to major 

cognitive areas of the brain, was that memory is encoded in an "engram" 

not locally, but distributed across the whole brain. Holography provides 

the explanation because a hologram can be entirely reconstructed from 

any single particle, even if the "whole" is broken. Capra's network model 

resembles this theory in that however much a network may be 

disassembled, its structural and constitutive units are always to be found 

in a network pattern. 

Where Capra diverges from a strictly holographic model is that the 

hologram is still composed of discrete units or particles and Capra seeks 

to divest his theory of the objective existence of particles - "what we call 

a part is merely a pattern in an inseparable web of relationships" (1992: 
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83). Furthermore the holograph is static, while Capra's networks are 

essentially dynamic. The position he assumes is close to that of the non- 

realist in that our theories of the world are not representational, they do 

not simply reflect an external reality. He is, however, careful not to 

enmesh himself in the more radical subjectivist position that there is only 

our description of the world and no real world to describe. The basis for 

Capra's nuanced position is the theory of networks where "things do not 

have intrinsic properties. All the properties flow from their relationships" 

(1992: 84). There is an a priori assumption of "things" to have 

"relationships", but these things can only be described, accurately, in 

terms of their relationships. This aspect of Capra's theory rests on the 

biologic-epistemic model of cognition developed by Humberto Maturana 

and Francisco Varela (1987). 

In The Tree of Knowledge, Maturana and Varela set themselves the 

objective of outlining "a theory of knowledge ... to show how knowing 

generates the explanation of knowing" which is quite different from the 

phenomenon of explaining and the phenomenon explained belong[ing] 

to different domains" (1987: 239). They explicitly seek a via media 

"eschewing the extremes of representationalism (objectivism) and 

solipsism (idealism)" (241) by constructing their theory on the principle 

that "human cognition as effective action pertains to the biological 

domain, but it is always lived in a cultural tradition" (244). They conclude 

that the "knowledge of knowledge compels" towards ethical 

considerations. For if this knowledge is biological and cultural, every 
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expression of it emerges from a "network of interactions" with the world 

and the human community. Thus, the "social imperative for a human- 

centred ethics" arises out of the understanding of the network 

relationships whereby "every human act has an ethical meaning 

because it is an act of constitution of the human world" (1987: 239-250). 

Again we can recognise in this model of human interaction and 

knowledge certain themes that helpfully inform the web theory. The 

logical link between the phenomenon of explaining and the phenomena 

of the explained adds emphasis to the tenet (established in chapter 1) 

that "there must be some compatibility between the method of study and 

the phenomenon studied". Equally the observation that humans make 

meanings in a "network of interactions" seems further to establish the 

features of networks as the key to unlocking the nature of the many 

spiritualities developing in the New Age "fair". At the same time, the 

ethical imperative this self-reflective knowledge entails may partly 

explain the social and political activism espoused by many within the 

New Age spiritualities. 

Beyond Capra's networks and often incorporating holonomic or 

holographic theories of reality, the field of transpersonal psychology has 

useful insights to add to the web model. The sympathy many 

transpersonal psychologists feel for the holographic theory lies in a 

specific feature of the model that gives an explanation for transcendental 
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or trans-human experience. The explanation lies with the corollary notion 

Pribram developed to the idea of a holographic memory, that the 

universe may also be holographic. Human perceptions of other worldly 

knowledge, even Jungian archetypes, occur according to this theory, 

because of the concordance of the holographic mind with the 

holographic universe. There is a connection with a "frequency realm" or 

"holographic blur", which allows transpersonal experience. 

Not all advocates of transpersonal models of the human psyche concur 

with the "holographic paradigm". Ken Wilber is at pains to dissociate the 

holographic model of perception from what he considers to be the 

"eternal ground" of human experience that is beyond any structure, 

including that of the holographic frequency realm. Wilber considers the 

holographic model a useful metaphor for a pantheist expression of the 

world, where each aspect of the world contains the whole. Indeed, in this 

sense one might consider the holographic idea as parallel to Indra's 

many jewelled net or even the dharma-realm of the Avatamsaka sutra. 

'They perceive that the many fields and assemblies and the beings and 

the aeons are all reflected in each particle of dust" (trans. Williams, 

1989: 124). Wilber however, acerbically notes that this "timeless zone" 

of the holograph can be recorded like a tape by optical holography 

machines "which has little to do with a metaphysical ... eternity" -" break 

the tape recorder ... and there goes your eternity. An eternity dependent 

for its existence on a temporal structure, tape or brain, is a strange 

eternity" (1982: 252-3). 
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Nevertheless, with or without the holographic model, transpersonal 

psychology and transpersonal ecology work under a paradigm of the 

human psyche which has a similar morphology to that of the web. The 

essence of this view is that the individual human psyche is situated in an 

intricate network of connections beyond the human self. (Warwick Fox 

correctly defines trans- in the context of transpersonal psychology as 

"beyond" rather than "across" (1990: 198)). Stanislav Grof suggests a 

"cartography of the unconscious" which includes not only the individual 

biographical, but also the perinatal and transpersonal dimensions. 

Perinatal, for Grof, refers to biological birth and pre-birth experiences. 

He uses transpersonal to refer to other experiences beyond the temporal 

embodied self, which include "peak experiences" and past-life 

experiences (in conversation with Russell Di Carlo, 1996: 119-120. ) 

Some transpersonal psychologists, such as Abraham Maslow who has 

studied "peak experiences" (1987), have focused on one specific aspect 

of the transpersonal element of the human psyche much as some 

scholars have made ethnographic studies of individual practices 

amongst the New Age spiritualities. Other transpersonal psychologists, 

such as Roberto Assagioli (1988), have further refined the notion of the 

unconscious mind established first by Freud followed by Jung, as 

including more distinct and definable elements in the forms of "the 

superconscious and the spiritual Self" (1988: 23). 

The key to each of these developments on the psychological model of 

the individual psyche developed by Freud is that there are complex 
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interconnections and patterns of relationship, which determine the 

characteristics of the psyche. Any approach to understanding the whole 

psyche from this perspective therefore requires recognition of the wider 

pattern of relationships. Analysis of the discrete individual biography is 

analogous to describing one sector of the web. It would be equally 

possible to analyse another sector, such as peak experiences, but it 

would only provide one particular view of the whole human being. To 

arrive at a holistic description requires a web model and methodology. 

Certain transpersonal theorists, such as Wilber, have sought to retain a 

hierarchical model of evolution, including the evolution of human 

consciousness, as the fundamental structure of the interconnections and 

patterns defining transpersonal psychology. Yet it is possible to consider 

these patterns without hierarchy. In fact, according to Warwick Fox, 

Wilber's hierarchical assumptions are indicative of his anthropocentric 

world-view. Fox's critique brings transpersonal theorising closer to the 

radically non-hierarchical and multiple entry points of web methodology. 

The central thesis of Fox's Toward a Transpersonal Ecology (1990) is 

that a qualified expression of transpersonal theory under the rubric of 

Arne Naess's "philosophical sense of deep ecology" provides a non- 

anthropocentric, non-hierarchical model for psychology that is ethically 

committed. He defines "transpersonal ecology" as "the idea of the this- 

worldly realisation of as expansive a sense of self as possible" (1990: 

204). He is thus less interested in the transcendental impetus which was 

formative in the creation of transpersonal psychology (in the work of 
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Assagioli, Grof and Maslow) but retains a wider notion of identity 

incorporating the complex connections of interdependence. Fox cites 

Frances Vaughan's description of the self in this context: 

Conceptualising the self as an ecosystem existing 
within a larger ecosystem can therefore facilitate the 
shift from thinking of the self as a separate, 
independent entity to recognising its complete 
interdependence in the totality ... [This] view of the self 
challenges the assumption that we exist only as 
alienated, isolated individuals in a hostile, or at best, 
indifferent environment. (Quoted in Fox, 1990: 203) 

In terms of the idea of self, what is offered here significantly opposes the 

narcissistic conception of Self provided by Paul Heelas' notion of Self- 

religions. But with reference to the category of New Age spiritualities we 

are again presented with the necessity of considering groups and 

individuals in terms of the wider web of interconnections rather than as 

isolable units with discrete boundaries. 

3.2.4 "Family Resemblances" and SPINS 

Wittgenstein coined the idea of "family resemblances" to characterise 

the relationships between ostensibly differing organisations. He used the 

example of games whereby, for example, the key principles structuring 

chess and football are quite different, yet both come within the field of 

games and the concept of "game". In Religious Studies the idea of family 

resemblances has been adopted by Ninian Smart to support the 

functional meaning of the idea of religions: where it is possible to 

conceive of two distinct and disparate belief systems, such as Marxism 

and Taoism, yet relate them through other contiguous traditions which 
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share resemblances with both (1986: 46-7). The same idea has been 

used by Eileen Barker (1989: 189) to describe the New Age movement, 

and it also occurs in a footnote in Wouter Hanegraaff's work (1996: 14). 

It is applicable to the web as another typology that conceives a 

maximum differentiation of phenomena at the same time as allowing 

multiple approaches to study the phenomena. 

In the notion of family resemblances there is an implicit assumption of 

shared characteristics. The criteria governing the essentials of family 

characteristics are, however, by no means absolute. Hanegraaff, for 

example, isolates four "major trends of New Age religion": channelling, 

healing and personal growth, new age science, and neo-Paganism. 

These categories, he seeks to persuade, share sufficient essential 

characteristics to constitute the central components of New Age religion. 

The considerable omissions of eastern religious traditions for example 

(and those cited by Rose - cf chapter 1) undermine his typology. Equally, 

many spokespersons of neo-Pagan movements are unhappy about 

being classified as a part of the New Age. 8 Some scholars, notably 

Michael York, have sought to outline the many similarities and 

convergences of the basic beliefs between New Age and neo-Pagan 

movements, while recognising significant differences of worldview (York, 

1995: 144-177). 

These problems of self-description and classification are overcome, in 

8 This became especially clear to me in private conversations with prominent neo- 
Pagans Graham Harvey and Joanne Pearson. See also Harvey's excoriating criticisms 
of New Age (1997: 219-220 - considered in chapter 8) 
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part, by the notion of a web of relationships rather than an assumption of 

similarity or identity of beliefs. In this way the family resemblances may 

be conceived not as essentially issues of religious belief but the 

functions of interaction, which may include religious beliefs as one form 

of these interactions. In other words, while the practices and beliefs of 

the New Age spiritualities are undoubtedly significant, the underlying 

familial resemblances are to be found in the modes of connection 

between individuals, organisations and the wider network. The 

genealogy of the family resides more in the form than the content. 

It is thus apposite to relate the notion of family resemblances to Luther 

Gerlach and Virginia Hine's concept of "segmented polycentric 

integrated networks". Three years of research into the dynamics of the 

Pentecostal and Black Power movements provided the research basis 

for Gerlach and Hine's model. The central features of the model they 

developed relate to the structural composition of the movement and are 

defined such that "an organisation can be characterised as a network - 

decentralised, segmentary and reticulate". These features are 

elaborated to describe the essential structure of such movements: 

"decentralisation has to do with the decision-making, regulatory 

functions of the movement" which is not Nacephalous" with a unitary 

hierarchy, but "polycephalous"; "segmentation has to do with the social 

structure - the composition of parts that make up the movement as a 

whole"; "reticulation has to do with the way these parts are tied together 

into a network" (1970: 34-5). They note that "according to Webster 
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something that is reticulate is weblike, resembling a network - with 

crossing and inter-crossing lines" (1970: 55). This model clearly has 

similarities to the web model articulated in this chapter, especially in 

terms of methodology. 

3.2.5 Webs as `Thick Descrintions° 

The problem of defining the web as at once multivalent and radically 

flattened, in order to avoid hierarchical presuppositions, is that as an 

image it appears to be two-dimensional. I have established a 

methodological presupposition that the phenomena included under the 

rubric New Age spiritualities function socially and conceptually like a 

web, a web which may be defined as a reticulated family that is (to 

appropriate Freud's dictum of human sexuality) "polymorphous perverse" 

in its interconnections. But the metaphor could become too flattened as 

representing merely the structural formation of New Age spiritualities 

and thus lose the dynamism and life which is an essential component of 

the contemporary existence of the manifold spiritualities. Indeed, without 

reference to the wider context that includes historical influences, the 

effects of other religious traditions as well as individual biographies, the 

web is lifeless. A more accurate model, at least as a functional image of 

the New Age spiritualities, is the three-dimensional geodesic design of 

the carbon atom, Buckminsterfullerene. The shape of this carbon atom is 

often likened to a segmentary football whereby the electrons are 

reticulated from the centre of the atom yet interconnect with each other. 

There is thus an extended web of connections around the central node. 
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At least with such a metaphor, there is a sense of depth to both 

phenomena and methodology. 

The notion of depth is a vital component of web methodology. If the 

heuristic framework of the web is to succeed in its object, to describe 

accurately and representatively the New Age spiritualities, the 

description must amount to more than a simple listing of network 

connections. There are many sources for this type of description, for 

example Campbell and Brennan's "dictionary of New Age ideas, people 

places and terms" (1994); Brady and Considine's listing of 

"psychotherapy, alternative health and spiritual centres", (1990); or more 

local frequent publications such as, in the West of England, The Spark 

(a quarterly free newspaper composed largely of local listings of events 

and centres for alternative health and spirituality), and South West 

Connection (a quarterly magazine, composed largely of local listings 

which in its own words, is a "guide to personal development and natural 

therapies"). The web should elicit "thicker" descriptions. 

In this context, Clifford Geertz's essay on Thick Description: Toward an 

Interpretive Theory of Culture (1973) offers perspectives on methodology 

that provide the ground for such a thick, deeper analysis. He asserts that 

"cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete" (29) a statement which is 

congruent with my claim of the "limited applicability", contingency and 

temporal location of any "facts" I may assert regarding the New Age 

spiritualities. Nevertheless, it is incumbent upon the scholar to attempt to 

"construct a reading of" the phenomena, whilst recognising that this is a 
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reading, an imposition of form on the phenomena. For, as Geertz 

explains: 

What the ethnographer is in fact faced with ... is a 
multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of 
them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, 
which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and 
which he must contrive somehow first to grasp and then 
to render. (1973: 10) 

Geertz reiterates the necessity of using the voices of those who are 

being described. The great problem is: 

An explosion of debate as to whether particular 
analyses (which come in the form of taxonomies, 
paradigms, tables, trees and other ingenuities) reflect 
what the natives "really" think or are merely clever 
simulations, logically equivalent but substantively 
different, of what they think. (1973: 11) 

The consequence of this problem is the necessity of developing a 

method that overcomes, at least in part, unrepresentative "clever 

simulations". The objection that the impossibility of arriving at a final, 

objective, entirely representative description therefore entails all 

descriptions are subjective expressions is, as Geertz points out, "like 

saying that as a perfectly aseptic environment is impossible, one might 

as well conduct surgery in a sewer" (1973: 30). The key is to develop a 

methodology and a method that is a plausible depiction of the self- 

expression of the "natives". 

Yet the web is simply a metaphor. The polymethodic approaches of the 

scholar of religion could be accounted for by another image perhaps, 

and the multiplicity of the phenomena have been portrayed in many 

ways in postmodern analyses of culture. Nevertheless, any theoretical 
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framework is equally as historically situated as the ostensible object of 

its study. The web emerges in contemporary culture as an image of 

interconnection, as a model of the "situatedness" or contextual nature of 

knowledge. The web also has a role as a model for living systems as an 

alternative to the linear positivistic schema that resonate in evolutionary 

principles and ideas of progress that yet pervade the epistemologies of 

modernity. Finally, it can be seen to be congruent as a methodological 

principle with a model of the phenomena of the New Age spiritualities. It 

is not logically necessary for methodology and model to resemble one 

another so long as the scholar is transparent in the presentation of a 

thesis where the epistemological assumptions of scholar and 

phenomena are significantly different. However, if a key aim is to 

represent the views of a culture or movement it is necessary to develop 

a more ethnomethodological standpoint. In this thesis ethnomethodology 

begins with the assumption that my methodology will elicit the views of 

those I study, not evidence for a pre-defined typology or support for my 

epistemology - from this perspective it is possible to provide a thick 

description of what the "natives" really think. The web is the key to the 

ethnomethodological approach I have adopted for this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHOD: SOCIAL RESEARCH STYLES IN THIS STUDY 

But there is no sharp boundary between methodological 
propositions and propositions within a method. 
(Wittgenstein, 1969: 318) 

... a social setting ... operates at its own rather than the 
observer's convenience. (Lofland, 1971: 101) 

... the researcher, the discipline, the culture to be 
translated, and the culture into which it is translated 
form an interwoven amalgam of events. (Bryman, 1988: 
80) 

4.1 RESEARCH STRATEGY: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE 

Influenced by Geertz's interpretive approach to culture I wished to avoid 

merely painting an "outsider's" gloss over my research data, thereby 

losing the subtleties of the actual experience of the researched 

community. My description should be one that an "insider "recognises, 

explicitly. It is a simple statement of intent, but it carries complex 

resonances in terms of social research methods. Just as no idea 

emerges in a contextless vacuum, so no practical study can be carried 

out without reference to the theoretical context of adopting a method and 

the pragmatic context of its application. In terms of social inquiry there is 

a defined historical tradition which places my statement of purpose in a 

tradition of qualitative ethnography. A qualitative ethnomethodology 
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overlays my former phenomenological assumptions regarding the 

morphology and ontology of religions. That is to say, before this study I 

had assumed that the phenomenological approach to the study of 

religions was the most appropriate (cf Smart, 1969,1973), but the 

process of research has revealed to me the necessity for greater 

reflexivity. Simply, just as for Mervyn Peake "the dream of reason 

produces monsters, " so the dream of phenomenological neutrality 

produces misshapen religious identities. It is only by highlighting 

methods of involvement and practical engagement that it is possible to 

uncover individual's religious experience and expression. 

There are some resources for such a research project in the application 

of phenomenological perspectival ism. This amounts to a redefinition of 

phenomenology away from the strict neutrality and "methodological 

agnosticism" espoused by scholars such as Ninian Smart (1973), and 

towards a self-reflexivity that recognises the commitments of the 

researcher. This reflexivity is clearly influenced by post-structuralist 

critiques of knowledge, including the discourse analysis of Foucault and 

gender-based analyses of feminist scholars. But while methodological 

propositions inform a style or an approach to gathering information, they 

do not represent coherent steps by which that information may be 

gathered. The process I have followed in my research has been first to 

define a methodological position, then develop a set of methods by 

which I might obtain relevant, informative data from fieldwork research. 

Phenomenological fieldwork, despite a subtle methodological stance, 
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has many limitations. The practical methods involved in collecting data 

are clumsy (cf Cox, 1992: 24ff). The keystones of epoche and eidetic 

intuition, to the whole edifice of phenomenology are problematic in 

fieldwork as much as in theory. That the scholar can "bracket out" 

presumptions and previous perceptions is dabatable, while the notion of 

achieving an essentialist intuition of manifold and complex phenomena 

undermines the very diversity of these phenomena. These shortcomings 

led me beyond phenomenology to the field of social research. 

There are indeed many better resources than those of phenomenology 

for the researcher in the literature of social research. Yet these need to 

be sifted in equally as measured a way as the theoretical propositions 

underlying epistemology and methodology. For, beneath the pragmatism 

and utility of research methods, from surveys to data analyses, lie 

methodological assumptions regarding the intrinsic nature of social 

systems. As an example we may consider Peter Beyer's explanation of 

"the religious system of global society" using Niklas Luhmann's concept 

of "function systems": 

a religious system is not a mere agglomeration of 
"things", but rather the social differentiation and social 
construction of a recognisably religious category of 
action or way of communicating which manifests itself 
primarily through numerous equally recognisable social 
institutions ... The religious system is the institutional 
expression of the category of religion. 

From a Luhmannian perspective, a social system is an 
entity that constitutes itself through the continuous and 
recursive production of connected series of 
communications based on meaning The 
communications (and not people) are the basic 
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elements of a social system. (My emphasis. Beyer, 
1998: 8-9) 

From this highly problematic formulation we would find that, for example, 

a questionnaire based survey of an individual's religious beliefs would 

focus upon themes that illustrated the network of meaning around the 

concept and communication of religion, without reference to the 

psychological and biographical details which influence the individual's 

notion of religion. While meaning, language, communications are all vital 

aspects of the web of New Age spiritualities it would be quite mistaken to 

remove people as "basic elements" from a study of these spiritualities. 

One of the core features of New Age religiosity is the personal 

construction of religious identity. Therefore, the New Age as a social 

system, that is, a functional category amenable to social research, 

subverts Beyer's claim of bracketing out people from a social system. 

Research into New Age spiritualities necessarily includes individual 

biography. Indeed, individual biographies are the framework of 

experience and ideas that define the reticulate web of this social system. 

A method of inquiry that drew on Luhmann/Beyer's communication- 

based social system would miss significant aspects of the nature of New 

Age spiritualities. 

From a consideration of Beyer's preconception of the nature of the 

object of study we can see the truism that theory underlies practice, as 

much as theory underlies theory. A theory of research necessarily 

precedes the process of study, whether or not this is explicitly framed. 

Simply, fieldwork notes are not made on a tabula rasa. The demands of 
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accuracy require that the theories and hypotheses developed as a 

preliminary to fieldwork research are transparent. Honesty about 

personal preconceptions must be rigorously pursued in the adoption of 

specific fieldwork practices. 

Underlying, or at least influencing, the choice of methods is an equally 

stringent set of pragmatic considerations, including time and cost 

constraints. Both before and during the fieldwork phase of my research I 

had to recognise that the purity of my purpose would always be 

compromised by practical limitations. However, I considered the value of 

allowing these parameters to inform the research process and the 

development of my ideas, to lead me away from the tendency to seek 

support for my hypotheses and toward a more open-ended reflection of 

what I discovered "out there", in the field. I placed this value of 

openness, against a category of sufficiency, whereby my fieldwork 

results needed to be sufficient to sustain or refute any initial hypotheses 

produced in my survey of the literature. I also consciously appropriated 

the notion of traces or strands as an image for any conclusions I would 

make regarding the entire research and writing process, thereby to avoid 

the hegemonistic closure of final (in the sense of conclusive) statements. 

My work should point towards other fragments in the discourse of the 

academic study of religions and provide entry points for further study of 

New Age spiritualities. 

Central concerns in this research were those of reliability and validity. 

Any data I gathered had to fulfil at least these criteria. Yet the theoretical 
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research on methods of data gathering shows the complexity of 

addressing these issues adequately (Lofland, 1971; Phillips, 1971; 

Bryman, 1988; Gilbert, 1993). Significant problems regarding samples, 

measurements, bias and "falsification" (Gilbert, 1993: 24), not only 

affected my research strategy, the methods I would adopt, but also my 

research process, the methods I did adopt. Furthermore, my research 

strategy had been, to a certain extent, developed in the process of 

analysing the literature and defining my epistemological and 

methodological assumptions. Before I began the fieldwork I had already 

refined a working definition of spirituality in New Age spiritualities as well 

as a set of basic claims and hypotheses regarding the nature of New 

Age spiritualities. These hypotheses are worth simply stating here as 

they inform the choice of methods whereby the research process moved 

from foundational formulations towards coherent sophisticated 

assertions. The hypotheses are presented as a series of statements 

reflecting the form of New Age spiritualities as a whole, and specific 

beliefs which represent core concerns: 

1. New Age is a term with considerable currency and 
breadth used in media and academic reporting of a 
contemporary phenomenon related to alternative 
approaches to spirituality and religiosity. 

2. New Age is a millennial concept that prophesies a 
"new dawn" for human consciousness and the human 
spirit. 

3. New Age spiritualities are an eclectic mix of 
traditional religious beliefs and contemporary 
responses to modernity. 

4. New Age spiritualities involve a pluralist politically 
motivated worldview intent on changing the hegemony 
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of the all-embracing paradigm of the post- 
enlightenment scientific woridview. 

5. New Age spiritualities include a prelapsarian 
romantic worldview which seeks a return to pre- 
enlightenment human organisations and forms of 
knowledge (which is in fact an enlightenment notion as 
it emerges in Rousseau's idea of the "noble savage"). 

6. New Age spiritualities are a consequence of 
modernity as defined by Weberian and post-Weberian 
notions of rationalisation, secularisation, routinisation 
and globalisation, whereby the New Age is the last 
gasp in the decline of religion. 

7. New Age spiritualities are a consequence of 
modernity as a new development in the process of the 
decline of authority and the rise of the self and the 
individual as the prime social factor - hence, "self- 
religions". 

8. New Age spiritualities are a consequence of the 
philosophical debunking of absolute positions regarding 
Truth, emphasising a relativist moral and post modern 
epistemological worldview. 

9. New Age spiritualities are a consequence of the 
post-industrial technological age which has brought 
about globalisation and the corollaries of multicultural 
societies and pluralist visions of religious truth. 

10. New Age spiritualities comprise a set of beliefs and 
practices with multiple leaders and traditions with a 
single core worldview expressed in the concept of 
humanity and the world as "spiritual" - the philosophia 
perennis. 

It is possible to further homogenise and reduce these hypotheses into 

four hypothetical assertions: 

1. New Age spiritualities are eclectic, dynamic and as 
multiplicitous as the beliefs of those within the category. 

2. New Age spiritualities have superficial historical 
roots as distinct phenomena but considerable 
intellectual grounding in the history of western thought. 
That is, while the phenomena have little historical depth 
qua religious movements, there are deep historical 
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roots in many of the ideas adopted and practised within 
the groups of the New Age spiritualities. 

3. New Age spiritualities constitute a woridview which is 
of considerable significance for those who adopt it. 

4. New Age spiritualities have a morphology explicitly 
shaped by the thought and structures of modernity. 

The research process that led to these statements began with a defined 

purpose, that they could not be considered conclusive in any way 

without the voices of those people whom the statements sought to 

describe. Viable conclusions, from this perspective, are dependent upon 

the expressions of the researched community. The above hypotheses 

represent generalised assertions about New Age spiritualities, while the 

qualitative data on The Spark and Psychology of Vision inform and 

provide specific examples of these assertions. It will be evident however, 

that individual testimonies can only be a fraction of this whole picture. 

Even considered as a discrete segment, the fieldwork quite obviously 

can illustrate only a specific and limited set of conclusions on New Age 

spiritualities as a whole. Moreover, the idea and image of the web 

germinated in my theoretical research as much as in my fieldwork. The 

idea of a web of methods and webs of phenomena is thus a more 

extensive rubric for research than merely a frame for defining the results 

of questionnaires and interviews. My point is to confirm the crucial role of 

the qualitative data to "fill out" the web, to illustrate the interactions of 

beliefs and practices. However, I equally wish to aff irm that my 

conclusions are not solely dependent upon practical ethnography. 
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Sandra Harding's strict differentiation of method and methodology (see 

my Introduction) defines research method as a "technique" which 

comprises three distinct approaches: 

A research method is a technique for (or way of 
proceeding in) gathering evidence. One could 
reasonably argue that all evidence-gathering 
techniques fall into one of the following categories: 
listening to (or interrogating) informants, observing 
behaviour, or examining historical traces and records. 
In this sense, there are only three methods of social 
inquiry. (Harding, 1987: 2) 

All three have a part to play in the ethnomethodological praxis of my 

research. The method of examining historical traces is comparable to the 

textual study undertaken by any scholar - it is the investigation of written 

records from within, or about, a field of study, that is to say, a review of 

the relevant literature. The methods of "observing behaviour" and 

,, listening to informants" constitute the method of participant observation 

I have adopted for this study. It would, however, be possible to formulate 

a fourth method of this "technique", overlooked by Harding, that of 

writing (the ethnography of ethnomethodology). Writing is concomitant to 

these other research methods, as "gathering evidence" is, at the same 

time, a process of constructing evidence. For, before, during and after 

the fieldwork research the researcher is actively construing how the 

results shall be recorded and expressed. In fact, as Alan Bryman states 

there are a further three components to "the presentation of the native's 

point of view": 
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The way in which the natives view the world; the 
ethnographers interpretation of how they view the 
world; and the ethnographer's construction of his or her 
interpretation of the native's view of the world for the 
ethnographer's own intellectual and cultural community. 
(Bryman, 1988: 80) 

The act of writing is as intrinsic a process to social inquiry as fieldwork 

research. This is because all inquiry is also partly construction. The 

inquirer participates in the object of study and formulates categories by 

which to present that object. One of the main reasons for the historical 

emergence of "participant-observation" was this realisation - the notion 

that observation proceeds separated from the observer is untenable, for 

there is a significant role of the observer as participator. The 

participatory role of the ethnographer has been best expressed in the 

field of anthropological ethnography (Clifford and Marcus, 1986; 

Atkinson, 1990; Turner, 1994; Featherstone, 1995). From the time of 

Malinowski's analyses of the Trobriand islanders (1961) as James 

Clifford states, "the 'method' of participant-observation has enacted a 

delicate balance of subjectivity and objectivity" (1986: 13). The balance 

has swayed towards the pivotal significance of the subjective, or cultural 

construction by the observer. This has especially become clear since 

Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) which provided the seminal example 

of the ways in which the other is more cultural construction than 

objective reality. 

Yet anthropological constructions of culture and sociological 

constructions of social systems still depend upon a certain facticity - the 

collection and presentation of data. As a distinctive and academically 
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respectable position (an approach which certainly was not acceptable 

before the twentieth century), I have chosen to place myself within the 

picture I am seeking to describe; I have adopted, in this section on 

method, quite specifically to use the personal pronoun. The facts of my 

research, the objective etic viewpoints taken in this study are always 

mediated by an emic standpoint, as Kenneth Pike says, "from inside the 

system" (1964: 28). Being inside the system has garnered rich, "thick" 

data which, albeit inappropriate for broad quantitative claims, satisfies a 

qualitative rubric; that is to say, it is not possible to mathematically 

extrapolate statements about all New Age spiritualities from the 

evidence, but the descriptive detail is sufficient to define some 

individuals within New Age spiritualities, as well as a major 

psychotechnology within the field (Psychology of Vision) and the role of 

a significant free local newspaper (The Spark). Furthermore, the data 

can be used to corroborate wider claims about the nature of the manifold 

New Age spiritualities. 

In my own research, as in much qualitative research, there is also an 

element of quantitative data that yield limited, though reliable, statistical 

information. However, my qualitative stance does indeed arise from a 

different epistemological standpoint from the purely statistical 

quantitative position. The static data of quantitative analysis simply fail 

to discover the complex dynamic nature of New Age spiritualities. 

Quantitative studies of New Age phenomena have tended to result in 

categories that do not reflect the actual morphology of New Age thought 
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and practice (cf chapter 1). Nevertheless, a proportion of the information 

obtained in my questionnaires is amenable to statistical analysis and 

does bear fruit in terms of useful information on independent variables of 

age, gender, income, as well as significant dependent variables such as 

religious affiliations. A much wider survey would be necessary to 

accurately test the validity of general statistical claims regarding the 

influence of New Age spiritualities as, for example, Stuart Rose indicated 

in his survey of 908 people (1996,1998). But my purpose was not to test 

but to contribute, refine and develop a model that is flexible enough to 

incorporate the fluid nature of individuals' spiritual paths. The only valid 

means of assuring sufficient insight into these circuitous, shifting and 

often tortuous paths was through in-depth interviews. 

Fieldwork is not carried out in isolation from the predefined theories that 

initiated the proposal to carry out the fieldwork in the first place. Neither 

is it carried out without the continual cerebral interaction of the fieldwork 

researcher. Practical research is as theory-laden as theoretical analysis 

from inception to conclusion. The procedure of data collection is not a 

chronologically distinct set of methods separated from theory 

development, but rather, as Helen Thorne has described her research, a 

"synthesis of methods" (2000: 47). Nevertheless, it is possible to outline 

a set of methods in a formal structure of sequential steps. It is simply 

important to recognise that the strategy presented by what appears to be 

a unilinear research process is in fact continually informed by a 

multiplicity of layers of theory development and refinement. Equally, it 
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should also be accepted that fieldwork cannot progress in a straight line 

as it is continually affected by the multiple vicissitudes of fate (see 

below, 4.2). 

The set of methods adopted and employed in my research are 

recognisably those utilised by many involved in qualitative social inquiry, 

being a combination of the "four major methods" as defined by David 

Silverman: "observation; analysing texts and documents; interviews; 

recording and transcribing" (1993: 8-9). There is also an important 

influence in my use of these methods from ethnography. The 

ethnographic emphasis shaping these methods is complex and gives a 

particular "flavour" to the way in which the research methods are 

employed. One influence is the ethnographer's ability to become 

involved in the social world she or 'he is studying. Nigel, Fielding 

compares such a practice to Weber's empathetic process of Verstehen - 

understanding by being able to think like the "natives" (1993b: 157). 

Fielding goes on to cite Lofland's ethical and practical preliminary 

questions for the researcher: "Am I reasonably able to get along with 

these people? Am I reasonably comfortable in their presence? " (Lofland, 

1971: 94) The answers to these questions must be "a qualified yes" for 

Lofland if the research is to continue successfully. Lofland proceeds to 

suggest other prerequisites for ethnographic research: on one hand 

there is a category of "socially acceptable and Standardised 

incompetence" for the researcher to take the role of "one who is to be 

taught', while on the other hand in some settings it is important to show 
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"some special bond and 'expertise'" to be accepted by the studied 

community (Lofland's emphases; 1971: 101). These categories are the 

intrinsic practice of the method of ethnography whereby the 

ethnographer goes "native" (Fielding, 1993b: 158). Both approaches, 

expert and, to use Lofland's terminology, incompetent, were roles I took 

during the fieldwork process. These roles are, paradoxically perhaps, 

complementary attitudes in creating a knowledgeable yet open listener, 

particularly in interviews. My intent was not manipulative, in the sense of 

creating the circumstances for particular types of answers, but it was a 

consciously enacted role in order to allow the interviewee to express him 

or herself with as little reticence as possible. Thus, the expert satisfies 

the frequent fear of those within the New Age spiritualities that their 

views are odd or abnormal, while the incompetent is there to be taught 

which requires the interviewee to express his or her ideas with clarity. 

Two further aspects of these adopted roles yet need iteration: the 

interviewer as sympathetic insider and the honesty of the researcher, of 

which the last is most important. The insider is a feature of the role of 

expert, but the emphasis is not one of considerable knowledge (though 

that may be the case) but one of a qualified understanding. The belief in 

my honesty as a researcher and the research process was a crucial 

prerequisite for informants and interviewees in their decision to talk 

about their beliefs. Religious beliefs, for many people, have a much 

greater emotional content than an intellectual one. If respondents to 

surveys and interviews are to reflect honestly to the researcher they 

122 



must first of all find a corresponding integrity in the researcher and the 

research. The intimacy required in my research depended upon my 

subjects' preliminary belief that my project had value, though they could 

not control my conclusions. 

Another recognisable feature of ethnographic accounts is the personal 

style of presenting the fieldwork research. This is a result of the 

emphases on field notes and on personal reflection about the 

experience of fieldwork research as a key component of writing up 

results. Thus we find Mary Louise Pratt claiming that "personal narrative 

is a conventional component of ethnographies" (1986: 31). However, she 

distinguishes between "formal ethnography" which "counts as 

professional capital and as an authoritative representation" and personal 

narratives which are "often deemed self-indulgent, trivial or heretical in 

other ways" (1986: 31). Her distinction is, though, an ironic critique of the 

peripheralisation of personal narratives as outside the rubric of social 

science, although she recognises that certain ethnographies remain 

"infuriatingly ambiguous". My own research explicitly brings my 

ethnographic "self" to the centre of the fieldwork process, but I have 

avoided recounting field notes as far as possible, inasmuch as they 

represent my own experience, in order to dwell on the experiences of 

those who I am researching. 

A further aspect of ethnography informing qualitative social inquiry is the 

role of writing. Paul Atkinson describes the "rhetoric" of the ethnographer 

as similar to that of the historian: 
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[They] share very similar commitments and resources. 
Each is committed to a systematic and thorough 
account of cultural phenomena, yet neither can 
reproduce all the "evidence" and detail available. There 
is an element of bricolage in both types of writing. The 
historian will find him or herself using "telling" 
examples, quotations and instances in order to convey 
to the reader more general or diffuse phenomena. So 
too will the ethnographer. They will both employ 
appropriate metaphors or models in order to impose 
order, coherence and meaning on their materials. 
(1990: 49) 

This is an accurate description of the methods of my research writing. 

The important point is that the very act of writing is central to the 

presentation of the phenomena. Therefore it is entirely appropriate that 

Atkinson entitles the chapter from which the above excerpt is extracted 

"Ethnography and the poetics of authoritative accounts" while Clifford 

and Marcus's influential text on the same theme is entitled Writing 

Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (1986). 

While writing constructs and conveys the research findings (even as 

they are "discovered"), another core feature of ethnography structures 

the practice of interviewing. Guidelines regarding structuring and 

performing interviews are to be found in many social research 

foundational texts (Phillips, 1971; Lazarsfeld, 1972; Mann, 1985; 

Silverman, 1993; Fielding, 1993a). The key themes of these interview 

techniques revolve around the structure of the interview. Other themes 

common to advice on interview technique include issues of sampling, 

piloting, communication during interview, interviewer training and the 

effects of the interviewer on the interview process. 
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All these issues and skills need to be considered but the last, the effects 

of the interviewer on the interview process, requires special 

consideration. Here feminist ethnographers have made important 

contributions to the debate about effective interview practice (Anderson 

and Jack, 1991; Borland, 1991; Stacey 1991). For Judith Stacey feminist 

principles of empathy, connection and contextual knowledge which 

appear to indicate that "ethnography [is] particularly appropriate to 

feminist research" are in fact compromised by ethnographic research. 

She states, "I find myself wondering whether the appearance of greater 

respect for and equality with research subjects in the ethnographic 

approach masks a deeper, more dangerous form of exploitation" (1991: 

113). Stacey considers both research process and product to be 

dangerously exploitative. Research process exploits because it involves 

"inequality and potential treacherousness". The researcher intrudes into 

the object of research, and is free to leave at any time while the "lives, 

loves and tragedies" of the researched are "grist for the ethnographic 

mill, a mill that has a truly grinding power". The product is exploitative 

because despite the collaboration of researcher and researched in the 

research process, "in the last instance, an ethnography is a written 

document structured primarily by a researcher's purposes, offering a 

researcher's interpretations, registered in a researcher's voice" (1991: 

113-4). The response to this critique must recognise the validity of 

possible treachery and inevitable interpretation. However, the honest 

approach to interviewing, outlined above, involves the explicit statement 

of intentions to the subjects of research and while they may wish to 
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control certain conclusions respondents are not so naive as to assume 

that their conclusions will become mine. 

A more problematic critique of the research product is offered by 

Katherine Borland in "'That's Not What I Said': Interpretive Conflict in 

Oral Narrative Research" (1991). Her analysis of folklore highlights the 

fact that even using a recorded interview there is no "original" narrative, 

merely representations of that narrative. For, though Borland is not 

explicit about this point, even the context of making and presenting 

interviews provides the groundwork of a representation. Borland is quite 

clear, however, when she states that "to refrain from interpretation by 

letting the subjects speak for themselves seems to me an unsatisfactory 

if not illusory solution" (1991: 64). There will always be an element of 

interpretation of respondent data which will mean those very 

respondents can challenge the use of their statements with "that's not 

what I said" or, at least I would add, "that's not what I meant". The 

integrity of the researcher cannot be measured against this challenge, 

though the researcher's conclusions may be. That is to say, my preface 

to questionnaires and interviews, which declares my intentions to use 

the respondent's data in a thesis on New Age spiritualities, cannot be 

expected to explain how I shall use this data. My conclusions, or 

representations, can be "legitimately challenged by those for and about 

whom" (Borland, 1991: 64) 1 have written. Thus my interpretive authority 

is rightfully to be questioned. But such reflexive questioning is intrinsic to 
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my project as I seek to make a representation that the "natives" will 

recognise, even if they do not fully concur with its details. 

4.2 RESEARCH PROCESS: INSIDE THE WEB 

The selection of sources for my research posed considerable problems. I 

intended my findings to be at least in some ways generalisable, though I 

always recognised that my conclusions would be ideographic in nature. 

Nevertheless, the validity of general statements is largely measured by 

quantitative means, whereas my research is primarily qualitative. Thus, 

when using my fieldwork alone as the basis for claims about New Age 

spiritualities in general, each proposition carries the rider that it is 

indicative rather than conclusive. I had to establish certain parameters to 

ensure that my research was substantive and richly informative. The two 

key guidelines I developed were geographic and specific. The first 

limited my survey, eminently practically, to my local environs, the West 

of England. The second may be considered a borehole approach in that 

depth and specificity provides sufficient detail to exemplify a theoretical 

framework as well as extend that framework. Since I had no illusions 

regarding testing my hypotheses in a scientific quantitative manner 

allowed myself to select areas that would be rich resources for 

illustrative detail. By magnifying a specific site, such as that of a New 

Age workshop like the "Unveiling the Goddess" seminar (see below), I 
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would be able to qualify the models and theories I had developed with 

concrete examples, albeit from a comparatively small sample and 

fieldwork experience. Yet my category of sufficiency, to sustain or refute 

my hypotheses, demanded wider and more statistically significant 

surveys than individual workshops. This reason, inter alia, meant The 

Spark newspaper represented an excellent balance as I was able to 

obtain more responses to my initial questionnaire and a greater breadth 

of respondents. The same reasoning supported the research into 

Psychology of Vision, to work from a larger sample and over a more 

extended period. ' 

The geographic location of my research established practical 

parameters which required my research sites to conform to the 

regulation that they should have a base in the counties commonly 

defined as the West of England - Dorset, Somerset, South 

Gloucestershire, Gloucestershire, Wiltshire. However, one of the 

features of modernity is the transience of the population, and it quickly 

became clear that it would not be possible to limit the individuals to the 

South West, at least in the questionnaire survey. This latter was 

especially the case in using workshops as a basis for studies because 

the workshops are advertised in nationally distributed publications such 

as Caduceus and Kindred Spirit. 

' Originally I had planned to use another broader source for evidence, The Life 
Foundation School Of Therapeutics, which represented a specific formation of a New 
Age "religion" but gaining access to LFST proved too complex and problematc. 
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While the two guidelines of geography and specific New Age groups 

were my preliminary foundations there were many other controlling 

factors in the selection of my sources, some intended, others 

unforseeable. The chronological sequence of the research was often a 

product of chance or others' timetables, just as the final choice of New 

Age groups was determined in part by serendipity. That is not to say that 

my planning, in terms of proposals for the research and knowledge of 

the field, did not prepare me to seize opportunities as they arose, merely 

that in any fieldwork there is a considerable element of luck as one is 

subject to the desires, foibles and influences of other people who are 

outside the researcher's control. 

It is not possible even to assert a chronological sequence whereby my 

research focused on one source then another, for the pragmatics of 

fieldwork meant that research into each of the sources was contiguous 

and overlapping. From early on in my review of the literature I began to 

develop the model of web-like interactions as an alternative and more 

accurate model for those involved in New Age spiritualities than the 

models presented in most of the secondary literature. Yet as an 

epistemological model, I had already conceived of the necessity to 

define knowledge and concepts in terms of interdependence, 

interconnections and context. This preconception influenced my choice 

of source. One of the most important nodes of interconnectivity in 

alternative approaches to healing, business, and New Age spiritualities 

is to be found in free local newspapers. These newspapers are network 
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hubs for information and contact links for local New Age groups. The two 

most significant in the West Country, because of their distribution, are 

The Spark and Southwest Connection. Thus my selection of a free 

newspaper was based on the rational conclusion that their readers 

would be representative of those involved in New Age spiritualities and 

that the newspaper itself would be illustrative of the web model. 

However, it was by chance, that at the time I was making this decision 

and considering how I might contact the readership of either publication, 

saw a readers' survey printed in The Spark. Contacting the editor 

provided a gateway to the readership and also proved fruitful as he 

allowed me access to the raw data from their own "Readers' survey". In 

this way The Spark became my first source of data for research. 

Chronologically the second source for my research, Psychology of 

Vision, was in fact gained through an earlier contact. I had become 

interested in a group based in North Wales as a possible source for 

research, Life Foundation School of Therapeutics (LFST), before I had 

chosen the limiting geographical rubric of the West. A colleague with 

whom I had been working in education inspired my knowledge of this 

group. She provided me with the initial information that allowed me to 

visit the group's international annual conference, held at the University 

of Wales, Bangor, July 23-27,1997 and including 600 participants. 

Certain features of the group as a manifestation of a New Age religion 

were my primary interest. Participants of the conference practised the 

group's particular form of yoga, called Dru-yoga and followed a nominal 
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leader, Mansukh Patel, who is a second-generation Indian UK resident 

preaching a Gandhian message of peace. The teachings of the group 

are a hybrid of advaita Hindu philosophy, but framed in universalist 

terms. Participants included many from Holland, largely it seemed, a 

result of a popular television programme interview with Mansukh and a 

documentary on LFST. However, this source, which genuinely was my 

first participant-observation fieldwork, soon proved to be a dead-end. My 

interaction with senior members of the group indicated their keen 

sensitivity to how the group was portrayed and a determination to control 

this portrayal that would have compromised my integrity. My contact 

however, remained a rich resource despite this setback, for she became 

involved in Psychology of Vision and provided access to the second 

focal area of my research. 

The issue of access is integral to social research methods (Hornsby- 

Smith, 1993: 52ff). The core themes of access in social research revolve 

around the ethics involved in observational studies. These themes, of 

overt or covert studies in the case of both closed and open access 

sources, define the boundaries of this aspect of research methods. My 

own adoption of an overt style in studying open access sources was 

largely unproblematic from an ethical perspective. If, as was the case 

with LFST, the source proved to be closed, I ended my study. An open 

and direct explanation of my own involvement as a sympathetic observer 

proved effective in gaining access to the three sources I settled on 
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researching, both with those controlling access and with the participants 

of the workshops. 

In social research the key figures who enable access, and can be the 

basis of whether a project is successful or not, are known as 

"gatekeepers". The three gatekeepers for my research sources shared a 

common interest in my project (once it had been explained to them) and 

a concomitant supportive approach to my research activity. Thus the 

editor of The Spark, John Dawson, provided me with the raw data from 

the survey carried out before my contact with the paper. When a further 

61readers' survey" was published in the paper, on my suggestion he 

included a section where respondents could agree or disagree with the 

possibility of further contact about their views. This allowed me access to 

send my own questionnaires, and based on these I could conduct 

interviews. The questionnaires were designed to fold into an envelope 

after completion, and printed with a pre-paid stamp, courtesy of The 

Spark, which undoubtedly increased the respondent numbers. In return 

for this support I offered to write two articles for the paper using the 

topline survey results to describe spirituality in the West, in the 

journalistic house-style of The Spark (1998,12: 31; 1999,17: 32). The 

same kind of support was evident from my contact with Psychology of 

Vision who firstly provided me with information about the workshops, 

seminars and literature of the group and then allowed me reduced fee 

access to the workshops I attended. Finally, my contact distributed and 

collected a set of questionnaires at a workshop that I was unable to 
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attend through illness. The third contact, for the "Unveiling the Goddess" 

seminar, was made through a more tenuous set of links, but would have 

been an eminently useful source had not circumstances precluded the 

possibility of analysing the questionnaire responses and continuing the 

fieldwork through interviews. This gatekeeper was the man who ran the 

seminar, Roger Woolger, and his support included a reduced fee for the 

seminar as well as a keen interest in my research and provision of a 

number of his writings on New Age spiritualities. Unfortunately 

interpersonal frictions disrupted the weekend seminar and although I 

received a 56% return to my initial questionnaire, it seemed both the 

data garnered in this way and any follow-up interviews would have been 

adversely affected by the ruction. Despite such setbacks these realities 

of social research and the process of participant-observation have 

usefully informed my research experience. 

The four types of evidence obtained from each of the three sources are 

a variation and extension of David Silverman's "four methods" (outlined 

above): participant-observation in workshops and seminars; analysis of 

literature; questionnaire data; interviews. My aim of gathering sufficient 

data to substantially illustrate my hypotheses and fill out the web model 

led me to set basic targets about the quantity of responses necessary to 

justify the fieldwork. I considered 50-100 questionnaire responses in 

total, whatever the response rate, a valid selection of views to analyse. 

In fact I received 65 completed questionnaires, of which 60 are included 
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in the database. This represents a response rate of 50% for the single 

mailing to The Spark respondents, 58.7% from the participants of three 

Psychology of Vision workshops, and 56% from the "Unveiling the 

Goddess" seminar. The second target was to interview five respondents 

from each of the sources of investigation to obtain richer, deeper levels 

of information. Analysis of the literature produced by each organisation 

included The Spark's publications, Psychology of Vision's publications 

and course documents including the texts published by its initiator Chuck 

Spezzano, the documentation of Woolger Training Seminars and Roger 

Woolger's other published material. 

Having established these guidelines, it was necessary to design a 

questionnaire that would adequately fulfil criteria of reliability, validity 

and not least inform my project about the nature of New Age 

spiritualities. The first step in this procedure was to select an arbitrary 

sample from the first The Spark readers' survey to pilot certain questions 

to be included in the questionnaire. Contiguous with this practical trial I 

explored other surveys related to the specific field of the New Age 

(Ferguson, 1980; Rose, 1996), and considered the entire nature of 

questionnaire construction (Mann, 1985; Newell, 1993). 

The questionnaire was designed with multiple parameters in mind. Each 

parameter features in the construction and layout as much as in the 

syntax and grammar of the questions. While the overall project is 

focused on the expression of ideas, there were a number of very 

practical issues to solve in order to arrive at a substantive and 
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transparent exposition of the ideas. The rationale presented here is a 

fragment of the thinking and piloting process that went towards the 

construction of the final questionnaire. Having selected the sample or 

sources from which respondents should be taken, the parameters I had 

to consider in the construction of this questionnaire were of three types: 

questions about the nature of personal spiritualities, and issues of 

inclusion/exclusion from the infinite possible questions; the structure of 

these questions; layout, distribution, collection, and fiscal issues. The 

final product was a questionnaire of thirty-five questions printed on A3 

paper, which could be folded on itself in order to post without an 

envelope (see Appendix A). 2 The sequence of the questions and their 

emphasis is a result of both the hypotheses I had developed prior to the 

fieldwork and the responses to the trial questions, where I had 

discovered the necessity of greater clarity and sub-division of the 

questions. The questions are a mix of open and closed varieties 

depending on the nature of information required, but where possible I 

created space for respondents to develop their ideas or explain their 

responses. Broadly, the structure of questions follows this scheme: 

Questions 1-8: Nature of spirituality, personal attitudes and practices. 

Questions 9-14: Personal involvement with spiritual groups and effects 

on attitudes. 

21 am indebted to Stuart Rose who allowed me to fOllOW the design of his own highly 
successful questionnaire (1996). 
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Questions 15-19: Ideas about and attitudes to the concept of the New 

Age. 

Questions 20-24: Personal, social and political evangelism. 

Questions 25-28: Ideas about God and the millennium. 

Questions 29-35: Networking and networks. 

Additional information: Gender, age, income, and occupation. 

Further to the grammatical structure and sequential layout of the 

questions each had to be coded in order to conform to a prescribed 

system for the purposes of data handling. The system I adopted, the 

database Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, SPSS, is the most 

commonly used programme for this kind of research (Procter, 1993: 239) 

and I was expertly advised on its use by Tony Hughes of the University 

of Bristol Computing Service. 

Having gathered all the questionnaires and input the data into the SPSS 

package I was able to corroborate, refine and develop my hypotheses by 

establishing top-line figures and percentages for the responses, cross- 

tabulating questions, independent variables with significant variables, 

then elaborating these findings with further question and variable 

comparisons (see chapter 5). 

A corollary process I undertook while handling these data was to 

formulate the basic outlines of questions to be asked in the in-depth 

interviews. I then created a controlled sample of the questionnaire 
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responses to contact for interview. This sample was selected on the 

basis first of the type of responses to the questions, then on the gender 

of the respondents. The former I judged according to the full completion 

of the questionnaire and the quality of responses given, the latter 

required a balance of male and female respondents, though I selected a 

60% female, 40% male division as this corresponded to the gender split 

of the questionnaire responses. The limited size of the survey mitigated 

against further selection on the basis of independent variables of age, 

income and relationship status. 

was concerned that following my selection process those whom I had 

chosen might not be willing or able to arrange a time for interview. In fact 

every one of those I contacted was immediately willing to take part in 

interviews. While this was extremely pleasing, it is likely that my process 

of selecting interviewees had predetermined this kind or response. I had 

chosen those already willing to share their beliefs by filling in my 

questionnaire and returning it. Furthermore I had contacted only those 

who had included their name and address as available for future 

reference. And I had chosen those who were most articulate and 

expressive in their responses. Cross-referencing the occupations of this 

sample reveals a high percentage of people involved in Communications 

on a professional level: two full-time teachers; two practising 

psychotherapists; one part-time writer. This represents 50% of the 

group, while a further interviewee had been a teacher in the recent past. 

Thus only four of the ten were not professionally trained to communicate 
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- they list their occupations as unemployed, interior decorator, event 

organiser and postman. 

A number of specific skills were required in the process of interviewing 

which were essential if the subjects were to be expressive and explicit 

about their beliefs. I always allowed the interviewees to select the place 

for interview, and all except one chose to be interviewed in their own 

homes. This meant that the interviewees were relaxed and confident 

about their surroundings; it also followed that a certain amount of time 

was created for an introductory "settling chat", while tea was being 

made, which further set the respondents at their ease. Although the fact 

that the interviews were tape-recorded caused some comment from a 

number of the respondents, it became clear that all quickly forgot about 

the intruding machine. They understood that there was no cause for 

future embarrassment as I had also previously informed them that all 

interviews were confidential. 

There are many other techniques necessary to ensure a successful 

interview (Phillips, 1971: 29-36; Minister, 1991). While it is possible to 

employ skills that engender rich responses, including open body 

language, eye contact, supportive response and the overall sense of the 

interviewer being present and interested, again some variables cannot 

be controlled. In one case the interviewee was only able to offer a short 

interview time (45 minutes) because he was looking after two aged 

parents alone. It is the nature of qualitative evidence and ethnography 
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that the contingencies of the field are an intrinsic aspect of the study's 

findings. 

There were three levels of analysis of the research data. The first related 

to the information obtained by the questionnaire survey. These data 

were useful to describe the general interests of those engaged with New 

Age spiritualities. The data could also be used to delineate the specific 

beliefs and practices of each of the two samples, The Spark and 

Psychology of Vision. Data on two distinct samples allowed for a 

comparative analysis by which I could refine general hypotheses on New 

Age spiritualities. The second level of analysis was developed from 

observations and experiences I had made whilst attending 

works h ops/semi n ars and studying the literature from the organisations. 

This area of analysis created a more differentiated set of data on each of 

the researched groups. The final level of analysis related to the interview 

data. The information yielded in this aspect of the research was directly 

pertinent to descriptions of the particular researched group, and to New 

. ýge spiritualities in general. I was, however, most interested in 

investigating the specificities of individual belief and praxis. At this 

deepest level of research, the individual morphologies of spirituality were 

microcosms of the webs of belief and practice that are to be found in the 

macrocosmic network of New Age spiritualities. 
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Within the first level, of analysing the questionnaire data, there were 

three further distinct layers of analysis following the collection of data, its 

coding and input on the SPSS package. It was easy to discover topline 

percentages and frequencies for responses to individual questions 

requiring yes/no types of answers. Topline results are the first layer of 

analysis and can be considered relatively raw data. These data present 

statistical information on responses to each question that provide some 

general tendencies, but require an interpretive framework of the context 

of the response in order to obtain richer descriptions. However, long, 

detailed written responses could not be included in this method of data 

handling. It was thus important to carefully code individual responses to 

questions involving explanations (notably questions 3,17-19,22 and 

34), so that I could return to them to investigate the opinions of the 

respondents at greater depth. Equally straightforward was the third layer 

of analysis: the cross-tabulation of responses by which it was possible to 

consider the relationship between certain kinds of responses and 

beliefs. This relationship could be seen, for example, between attitudes 

and means of sharing information (questions 34-35) and involvement 

with pressure groups or alternative political organisations (question 23). 

It was also possible to discover the overall tendencies of, for example, 

involvement in workshops (questions 9,10) and key categories of 

personal spiritual beliefs (question 25), where there were multiple 

possible responses on the questionnaire by tabulating frequency tables. 

A more laborious task was that of organising details where the 

respondent could list their own categories, such as influences on their 
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beliefs (question 29). Only the most relevant portion of the statistics and 

information produced by this survey has been used in this study - the 

database is a useful resource for further analysis. 

The second level of analysis involved the participant-observation 

method of attending workshops and the study of the literature produced 

by the relevant organisations. My purpose in these inquiries was to 

define the place of each organisation in the web of New Age spiritualities 

and to discover the emphases of belief held by each organisation and its 

constituent participants. This level of analysis, in terms of the fieldwork 

alone, was predominantly a descriptive process. That is, I sought to 

"bracket out' any preconceived conceptual typologies or categories and 

define the key components of each of the research groups as they 

themselves did. Thus while I had a preconceived notion of a structure of 

interacting webs (which I also attempted to bracket out), the detail of the 

strands of concepts and practices, the content, was not preconfigured. I 

intended these descriptions to meet my criteria of accuracy, by 

presenting a model recognisable to insiders, and utility, by linking the 

specific details to the generic model of the web. 

The third layer of analysis related to the interviews. I had adopted a 

"focused" approach for the interviews, to follow a Comparable structure 

a nd set of questions. However, the act of interviewing often slightly 

shifted this outline, as the interviewees would unconsciously answer 
I-- 
some of my questions differently from the order my interview sheet had 

been organised. Furthermore, certain of the questions I had decided 
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upon before conducting any interviews proved, after one or two formal 

uses, to be counter-productive. These questions tended to be more 

generally theoretical rather than personal and biographical. Their effect 

was to interrupt the thinking of the interviewee who then appeared to be 

confused about the nature of the interview. Nevertheless, replaying and 

transcribing the recordings was facilitated by the logical sequence of 

questions. The long interviews, most more than two hours, included 

considerable detail, much of which, like the questionnaire material 

cannot appropriately be included in this study. I selected information that 

illuminated and developed my core foci of the web model and the 

hypotheses about the diverse nature of New Age spiritualities. 

Thus the methods of my study and the material that emerged from the 

fieldwork are "bootstrapped" to the methodology. This does not 

represent the closure of seeking only that evidence which supports my 

hypotheses, a crass verificationism, rather it is the honest presentation 

of methods founded upon theory. My analyses are a response to the 

ideas I have developed both in theoretical research and fieldwork 

research. My conclusions arise out of their own complex web of 

foundational formulations. In other words, one has to go beyond Helen 

Thorne's "synthesis of methods" and recognise that social research is 

equally entwined with hermeneutics; conclusions arise both from 

methods used in a study and the theoretical formulations (methodology) 

that informed the adoption of specific methods. 
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PART III 

EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATIONS 
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CHAPTER 5 

HOW THE WEBS ARE WOVEN 

The material foundations of society, space and time are 
being transformed, organised around the space of flows 
and timeless time. ... dominant functions are organised 
in networks pertaining to a space of flows that links 
them up around the world. (Castells, 1996: 476) 

A person who has reached the point in life where they 
realise 'being separate' doesn't work. That the whole 
planet - for healing - needs to connect to everything 
through their heart and love. (SS 2.22 on the meaning 
of spirituality). 

In my view, the New Age is neither a movement nor a 
religion set apart from others. It is not something one 
can choose or not to join. It is essentially a view of the 
time we live in and the world we are creating. It is 
therefore for everyone. (Peter Donebauer, preface to 
Bloom, 1991: xiii) 

5.1 TOPLINE RESULTS 

s. 1.1 5urveys and _Tyl2glQa' 

The "Survey of Spirituality" questionnaire (Appendix A) elicited a wide 

variety of responses, as would be expected from a diverse collection of 

respondents. In some studies there have been considerable analyses of 

the socio-economic and geographic distribution of the individuals 

involved in New Age practices (Rose: 1996,1998). It is not a part of this 

research project to repeat the detailed socio-demographic 

characterisation that broader surveys have defined. However, there is a 

place to describe the key features, through topline results, of New Age 
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spiritualities in the West of England. The sources of the statistics for this 

study are derived from two nodes of the web of spirituallities: The Spark 

and Psychology of Vision. 

The value of presenting topline results is analogous to the creation of a 

topological map: the topology of the London Underground for example is 

instantly recognisable and yields extremely reliable and useful 

information about the flows and directions of the underground trains 

between the multiple nodes of the station network. Yet, despite this 

explanatory value, it is a guide that cannot convey the almost ceaseless 

movement of trains and passengers under the ground. Millions of 

individuals leave unique trails as they pursue their interests and duties 

within this framework, utilising the system and the topological map of it to 

their own ends. The overview provided by topology has strictly limited 

parameters, just as does the exposition of topline survey results. If we 

are to discover wider ramifications and meanings we require other tools 

and methods. The meaning of statistical summaries is developed in this 

thesis by a deeper and more detailed archaeological analysis of the 

individual constituents of the network. Just as there are many layers to 

comprehending the underground network - from timetables to rolling 

stock to strategic considerations on staffing and issues of safety - so 

there are manifold variables in the web of New Age spiritualities. 

Nevertheless, it is useful to begin with the purview allowed by topline 

topology before descending into the complex world of practices and 

beliefs which structures the web. "On an energetic level", to adopt a 
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phrase employed by many within the New Age network to refer to 

unseen interests, motivations, inclinations and spiritual strength (which 

some claim to see in auras), there is much more to the interaction of 

practice and spiritual experience than can be materially measurable. 

The most detailed analysis of statistical data about the individuals 

involved with New Age practices is that carried out by Stuart Rose 

(1998). (Useful anecdotal descriptions of New Agers in the UK can be 

found in Chryssides, 1999: 320-332, Sutcliffe, 2000: 17-36, and of New 

Agers; in the US in Brown, 1992: 87-96). It is worth using comparable 

statistical outlines (cf Rose) of the core details of this group in order to 

delineate the different kinds of people who constitute the social 

foundations of New Age spiritualities by comparing these results with 

those obtained in my research sample. An important consequence of 

adopting this approach is to define and differentiate some social themes 

about those interested and involved in New Age spiritualities. The utility 

of taking this step is to provide a preliminary perspective on the social 

grouping of New Age spiritual seekers. But these points will only be 

topological in nature: ideographic rather than nomothetic. For it is not my 

intent to derive a psychological profile of character type or Sociological 

ideal type from the data. These are reductive strategies that pertain to 

monolithic and homogenising modes of knowledge. Such typologies are 

opposed to the diverse epistemic model of diff6rence that more 

accurately reflects the postmodern discourse of individually elected 

affinities (to adapt Goethe's phrasing for human relationships). That is to 
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say, the notion of ideal types derives from a modernist perspective which 

concentrates on commonality and essences which is quite different from 

Foucault's discourse of fractures and heterogeneity, which itself reflects 

the praxis of postmodern society. It is out of this novel bricolage that the 

twentieth and twenty-first century spiritual seekers develop their singular 

pathways of practices and beliefs, contrary to the closure of scholarly 

categories and ideal types. 

5.1.2 Gen 

The construction of individual identity by adopting personalised 

ideologies, belief systems and a variety of practices is a central theme 

within the eclecticism of those within New Age spiritualities. But a 

significant preliminary step, from an etic perspecfive at least, in the 

description of how such identities are constructed is to consider the 

gender balance of those engaged with New Age spiritualities. The 

comparative statistics used below are taken from Stuart Rose's research 

discussed in "An Examination of the New Age Movement: Who is 

Involved and What Constitutes its Spirituality? " (1998: 5-22) 
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Figure 1. Gender Balance of New Agers' 

Rose Corrywright National 

%% Pop. Av. 

% 

Female 70 60 51 
Male 30 40 49 

The national figures for male/female population distribution show almost 

parity in numbers of men and women. Yet it is clear from the statistics in 

figure 1 that there is a gender imbalance of those involved with the New 

Age, with women signally greater in number. Rose rightly attributes this 

primarily to the corespondent growth of the women's movement with the 

development of the broader penumbra of the New Age (1998: 6). Marilyn 

Ferguson also highlights the role of feminism in the increased interest of 

women for New Age practices. Ferguson takes the biologically 

essentialist position that "women are neurologically more flexible than 

men" (1980: 226) as a basis for her assertion that as women enlarge 

their influence in formerly male preserves and engage with patriarchal 

systems the result will not be simple assimilation of old systems, but the 

creation of new fields of human activity. Thus she cites Lou Harris of 

Harris Poll as support, "that women are far ahead of men in pushing for 

basic human qualities" (227). These "basic human qualities" Ferguson 

finds in the extraordinary growth of New Age organisations and 

practices. It is the "power of women" to make these changes and extend 

1, Rose's figures are derived from a sample size Of 908 (1998). National figures are 
taken from Rose's 1998 study, derived from M. J. Waterson 1993. 

148 



the boundaries of spiritual activity, so Ior example, one third of the 

founding members of a new holistic medical organisation were women 

compared to the percentage of women physicians in the United States 

(8.3 percent)" (228). 

Yet, despite this movement toward increased influence and involvement 

there are many aspects to New Age spiritualities that retain patriarchal 

and male-dominated structures. Elizabeth Puttick's recent work on 

women in NRMs has been critical in bringing forth evidence about the 

recalcitrantly hegemonic structures of patriarchy in many NRMs and the 

consequent abuses by men within these traditions (1997,1999). 2 

However, Puttick points out that since the mid-1980s: 

In some NRMs, particularly the counter-cultural variety, 
women may be liberated, empowered and fulfilled. 
Women are more numerous in this kind of NRM, and 
may outnumber men by as much as 2 to 1. This is the 
case in the Osho movement, the Brahma Kumaris, 
many Wiccan, goddess-worshipping and Pagan groups 
(1999: 144-5). 

The appropriate question consequent to PutticWs analysis is whether the 

same dynamics have influenced the numbers of women involved with 

New Age spiritualities. Certainly my results and those of Rose support 

such a hypothesis. The ratio of women to men is slightly above 2: 1 

according to Rose and somewhat below using my results. Variances 

2 puttick states that "the position of women in religion is paradoxical. On the one hand 
they are the primary 'consumers' of religion who fill the churches, keep the ritual fire 
burning, venerate and adorn statues of divinities. On the other hand, in most of the 
worlde religions they are debarred from playing an active role" (1999: 143). While this 
is less true of New Age spiritualities, those wider aspects of the web which Include 
especially Asian religions and their enculturated versions in America and Europe, still 
retain at least vestigial elements of notions of the spiritual inferiority of women (143-4). 
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between the results are sufficiently close to substantiate the simple 

assertion that women outnumber men in New Age spiritualities. Malcolm 

Hamilton's 1990 survey of 400 participants at the Festival for Mind-Body- 

Spirit is equally supportive with 63% of those surveyed being women 

(2000: 199). 

However, it is worth distinguishing at this point between the claim that 

New Agers are predominantly female and the claim that women form a 

significant majoritywithin the New Age spiritualities. Rose's results would 

appear to support the former claim, but his statistics are solely derived 

from the readership of Kindred Spirit. Rose concedes in a footnote that 

"readership as a genre demonstrates a female bias" and mediates his 

figures by the statement of "significantly higher incidence of female 

participants" (1998: 20). It is important to identify this interpretative 

difference here to clarify a preliminary assumption which arises from the 

numerical significance of women in New Age spiritualities: women are an 

important majority in New Age spiritualities whose interests undoubtedly 

influence the existence and continuance of many parts of the web of 

spiritualities. Nevertheless, it will be recognised, this is not the same 

proposition as the statement that New Age spiritualities are no more than 

women's spiritualities by dint of the overwhelming numbers of women 

within New Age. 

The difference between the two statements above can be usefully 

illustrated by reference to Hamilton's study of those whom he loosely 

defines as being involved in "alternative activities". These activities he 
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defines as: "use of therapies; health magazines; human potential groups; 

human potential magazines, sects and cults, Green" (2000: 196). Clearly 

each category requires refinement for a detailed analysis of what these 

activities or practices may in fact constitute, but Hamilton's survey 

results indicate some valid themes for the issues of divergent and 

convergent interests between each gender group. Throughout 

Hamilton's sample women's responses show that they are much more 

likely to be involved in alternative activities than men. Women are, 

however, less likely to be interested in cults and sects. ' Visitors to the 

1990 Mind-Body-Spirit Festival were asked whether they used or were 

involved with each of the categories, though Hamilton's method for 

establishing degree of "involvement" was based on a single positive 

response to a range of therapies and magazines listed on a card. 

Hamilton's figures, given in percentages with women the first figure, men 

the second, are use of therapies- 89/76; Health magazines - 65/49; 

Human potential groups -51/39; Human potential magazines -71/63; 

sects and cults - 14/24; Green 65/59 (Hamilton, 2000: 196). These 

figures show the greatest disparities between gender groups in the use 

of therapies and health magazines. 

3 it may be pertinent to relate this fact which represents a genuine wariness amongst 
women about becoming Involved with religious groups identifiable as sects or cults to 
pufticWs research on the predominantly patriarchal structures of many NRMs (1999). If 
a part of the interest in New Age spiritualities is for participants to give individual voice 
to their deepest spiritual motivations, it should not be any wonder that many women 
defer from joining another social organisation that yet again demands subjugation and 
silence. 
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Out of these statistics and analyses we may derive certain conclusions: 

women are undoubtedly a driving force in the establishment and 

existence of many of the nodes of the New Age spiritualities; the web of 

New Age spiritualities is crucially sustained by the individual and 

collective weavings of women and this is particularly evident in healing 

and therapies; although women outnumber men in most interest areas 

related to New Age spiritualities, men are a significant minority. 

Age- 

A second feature of a general socio-demographic profile relates to the 

age range of New Agers. Susan Love Brown, in discussing the 

emergence and influence of New Age in America, defines New Age as a 

religion that is dominated by "baby boomers": 

There is a generational aspect to New Age religion in 
the United States without which the extent of its 
influence and the nature of societal change cannot be 
understood ... New Age religion is one manifestation, of 
a change in American character that began in týe 
Sixties and is now reaching fruition (1992: 87). 

While a distindy recognisable generation post the second World War is 

less evident in the UK (either in a numerical birth boom or in the cultural 

explosion that excess capital afforded individual Americans in the 1950's 

and 1960's), there are similar features of generational interest in New 

4 These comments relate to the participants of New Age organisations, events and 
practices, not to the leaders or COnvenors of these events. Rose uses his figures listing 
the top 37 teachers within New Age thinking to show that 'in the mid 199o, s, among 
important teachers, women are still outnumbered two to one by their male 
counterparts". Nevertheless, Rose notes, this is a "seven-fold increase between 1977 
and 1994" (1998: 7). 
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Age activities. The statistics below highlight this point where the national 

average figures show a quarter of the population to be between 35 and 

55, the New Age spiritualities show 64% (Corrywright) to be within that 

age range. 

Figure 2. Age Profiles 

Age Group Rose % Corrywright % National % 

Under 18 0 2 
18-24 3 4 (under24) 

33 
25-34 16 13 16 
35-44 30 38 14 
45-54 27 26 11 
55-64 14 6 10 

Over 65 10 11 16 

Eileen Barker has usefully described the changing interests of this 

generation of 35-55 year olds in her analysis of the constitution of NRMs 

in England: 

The emergence of a youth culture after the Second 
World War did not immediately translate into a new 
religious scene. Indeed, with a few exceptions such as 
young black males who became Rastafarians, the youth 
culture of the working class was and remains notable 
for its lack of religious manifestations ... Middle-class 
youth roughly followed the paths that their peers in 
North America were treading. It was not until the 
1960's, toward the end of the period of militant student 
unrest, that a religious - or spiritual - alternative 
became visible to any but the few who were already 
involved in such an alternative. The demos faded into 
squats in the inner cities, into communes in sacred 
centres such as Glastonbury, and along the ley lines of 
the United Kingdom. Then the hippies started to move 
into more structured, but none the less religious or 
spiritual (rather than political) organisations - some of 
them of a strictly authoritarian nature. The dawning of 
the Age of Aquarius mingled into the Human Potential 
Movement, which has continued to flourish - reaching 
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into those parts of mainstream society from which other 
religions have been increasingly banished since the 
onset of a desacralisation of society. (1999: 22) 

Barker's general sketch identifies two important themes in the 

consideration of age in New Age spiritualities. The first is the cultural 

dependence of the growth of New Age ideas on the specific historical 

circumstances that developed after World War Two. This would, 

however, seem to deny the important deeper historical roots to much of 

the thought and practices of New Age spiritualities (cf AJexander 1992; 

Melton, 1988; Tingay, 2000). Yet the New Age qua New Age Movement 

has a unique historical morphology and it is statistically undeniable that 

the majority of participants come from a single generation. 

The second theme to which Barker implicitly refers is the consequent 

demise of New Age as an identifiable movement. Human mortality 

necessarily confirms such a hypothesis if age is the sole factor in 

determining the continued existence of a New Age Movement. J. Gordon 

Melton has a more refined perspective; he distinguishes between the 

historical elements that form foundations of much New Age thought and 

the present existence of a New Age Movement. Of the New Age thought 

he has written, "insofar as the New Age Movement represents primarily 

an updating of the long-standing occult and metaphysical tradition in 

American life, it has a bright future" (1988: 50). One might substitute 

"American life" here with "European" or "English" (whilst recognising 

markedly different histories). Of the New Age Movement Melton 

suggests, "as a movement, I believe, the days of the New Age are 
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numbered ... there are already strong indications that the New Age 

synthesis is crumbling" (51)., 5 The reasons he draws this conclusion are 

not, however, age related. In fact he suggests a vibrancy and expansion 

in this area: "unlike the older forms of the community in previous 

decades, the movement has been able to penetrate and even develop its 

largest constituency from single young upwardly mobile urban adults" 

(50 ff). Melton's analysis of the decline focuses on changing beliefs and 

cultural circumstances that are leading to a fragmentation of the New 

Age Movement. B It is worth recollecting that the definition of New Age I 

have adopted for this study avoids the notion of an integrated 

movement. I have developed a pluralist conception of spiritualities, 

however diverse the beliefs within the whole may be defined, of which 

the fragmentation described by Melton is in fact an intrinsic feature. Yet 

my understanding of New Age spiritualities must account in some way 

for the uneven age range of New Age participants which by no means 

reflects the normative scale of the national figures. 

Certainly Barker's sketched outline and Brown's baby-boomers 

hypothesis fit a basic typology of New Ager. Those who are now 

between the ages of 35 and 55, i. e. born in the period 1945-1965, have 

grown and matured in a cultural transformation unlike any other in the 

'5. Written in 1988, Melton's analysis is too old to count as current evidence. However, 
since he does not say how many "days are numbered" in the proposed demise of the 
New Age Movement, it is impossible to substantiate his hypothesis. At the time of 
writing . this thesis, New Age, qua "Movemenf in Melton's terms, is expanding rather 
than contracting or crumbling. 
6 Melton's analysis of the decline of the New Age Movement is itself analysed In 
chapter 8. 
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history of human activity. There has been a globalisation of economies 

and cultures, a growth in influence of a trans-national paradigm of 

scientific rationality and an explosion of technologies that have become 

hegemonic as ideal solutions to major problems. Aligned with this 

revolution in products, and product availability for the small numbers of 

the wealthy in the world, a postmodern critique of epistemology has 

emerged which relativises, historicises and engages with a world of 

infinite specificities. That is, paradoxically, the success of what Lyotard 

has termed "instrumental reason" which has a linear trajectory has also 

seen the emergence of a differentiated web of worldviews. New Age 

spiritualities are products of these twin forces, of homogenisation and 

fragmentation. The individuals most affected by these streams of thought 

and most able to respond to them on a practical level (they have juridical 

allowances, financial freedoms and intellectual maturity) are those now 

between the age of 35 and 55. This hypothesis assumes that as those 

born in the 1970's and 1980's reach the age of 35 the process will be 

perpetuated. It is debatable whether the statistics support such a 

conjecture. Though indeed the next most significant age range after 35- 

44 and 45-54 is that of 25-34 (13% - Corrywright). Only future research 

will establish the verity of either hypothesis, on the decline or future 

continuation of the New Age spiritualities. 

But perhaps it is truer merely to recognise the dimension of change in 

history and state that New Age spiritualities are as much subject to 

Heraclitean flux as any of the religions. So, for example, Christianity 
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today has changed from the small movement which began an 

evangelical ministry in the decades and early centuries after Christ's 

death, while on the other hand the formerly dominant Mystery religions 

of Ancient Greece have disappeared, leaving few traces. 

5.1.4 Fingncial 15sue 

One of the common identifications of those engaged with New Age 

spiritualities is related to wealth (Melton for example, refers to New 

Agers as "an affluent social group" - 1988: 51). The assumption is that 

given the expense of many of the courses and workshops, and some of 

them are expensive, only the relatively wealthy can generally be 

affiliated with New Age organisations or activities. Yet statistics indicate 

that earning levels are on a par with national levels in England 

Figure 3. Income Levels 

Rose Corrywright National 

%%% 

UnderE5000 19 20 17 
E5000-E9999 21 15 33 

El 0,000-El 4,999 18 8 23 
El 5,000-El 9,999 16 7 13 
E20,000-E29,999 14 13 9 

Over E30,000 7 12 5 
No answer 5 2Eý 

7 This anomaly in the feedback from my questionnaire begs certain questions about 
fieldwork - both quantitative and qualitative. Large-scale surveys are not often 
corroborated by independent evidence, thus any of the responses regarding income 
levels should be open to question. I can only make suppositions about the wary nature 
of my respondents on this question: it could be that some considered the question 
irrelevant on a questionnaire ostensibly about spirituality; privacy about these matters 
has a high premium In this country; embarrassment for either earning too little or too 
much may also have had a role in some people's silence. 

157 



If the sources for statements regarding affluence are taken merely from 

workshops and seminars, there is no doubt that New Agers would 

appear to be an affluent section of society. 48% of the Psychology of 

Vision sample declared earnings of over E20,000 (considerably above 

the national average wage). In the area 'of training seminars, the 

practitioners of New Age spiritualities are composed of a high proportion 

of the wealthy middle classes. Yet this is by no means the only mode of 

practice and engagement by the individuals interested in New Age 

teachings. The web is considerably more disparate and allows for 

multiple networking methods beyond the fee-paid course. While courses 

are largely an exclusive domain for the more wealthy sections of the 

population, the same Psychology of Vision sample includes 24% whose 

declared income is below Z5,000 (lower than both Rose's and national 

figures). The reason for this is that courses are often offered at a subsidy 

for the unemployed and low waged. Participation on such courses is not, 

therefore, an accurate method of testing the wealth of New Agers. 

Broader surveys, such as Rose's statistically significant study of over 

900 individuals, or those that include results from other sources, such as 

my study, using a free newspaper, elicit truer results. 

Stuart Rose concludes from his data that "only three facts stand out 

prominently": "first, almost without exception, participants are middle 

class"; "secondly, almost three-quarters of the New Age Population are 

women" (a figure we would need to ameliorate to nearer two-thirds); and 

"thirdly, over half are middle-aged" (1998: 11). Clearly much more needs 
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to be written on the nature of the individuals who participate in and 

construct the web of New Age spiritualities. One way to achieve a thicker 

description is by continual quantitative surveys among specific 

organisations and on a wider social basis (useful examples of the latter 

are the LIFE poll conducted by NOP for Resurgence - 2000,201: 6-9 - 

and the "Soul of Britain" survey conducted by the BBC for a programme 

of the same name - 2000). Another means of extending the description 

of those engaged with the beliefs and practices of New Age spiritualities 

is a deeper analysis of the responses generated by the questionnaire 

(see 5.2 below). A congruent method for establishing thick, rich and 

informative detail is through qualitative studies using in-depth interviews 

and observe r-partici pant techniques as well as studying the literature of 

organisations (see chapters 6 and 7). In this way topology becomes 

topography as the details, the relief, of individual engagements are 

revealed. The perception of the phenomena changes also as the 

observer shifts from a top-down perspective and adopts an emic eye-to- 

the-ground stance to see individual webs evolving through the 

complexity of nodes within the network. 

.2 
QUESTIONNAIRE ANALYSIS 

5.2.1 The Ngture gf New Aap, $12iritualitieý 

The preliminary questions of the "Survey of Spirituality' (questions 1-8) 

hI ad a two-fold purpose: the first was to induct the respondent into the 
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general nature of the survey by reflecting on their own attitudes to basic 

questions relating to religion and spirituality. It is perhaps surprising for 

the academically inclined thinker to realise that this type of intellectual 

reflection is not a predisposition for many individuals; they do not 

question their beliefs in this way. The widespread use of psychological 

profiling and the identification of different types of approach to learning 

and working in Myers-Briggs style questionnaires should lead us to 

recollect that humans function in a variety of ways, and even on 

questions of belief there are multiple approaches to adopting ideas and 

practising within a belief system. Thus many that completed my 

questionnaire thanked me for the opportunity to consider certain of these 

fundamental questions pertaining to the difference between religion and 

spirituality and the wider issues of their personal practices. The second 

purpose of the initial section of the survey was to identify the definitions 

of spirituality and religion amongst the researched community. Lexical 

and scholarly definitions undoubtedly have a place in constructing these 

concepts, but use and currency amongst the wider cultural community 

may have a different slant. This hypothesis was borne out in the 

responses obtained. 

While 88% of the sample considered themselves to be "a spiritual 

person", a slightly lower figure of 70% considered themselves to be 

pursuing a spiritual path. This indicates the widespread ontological 

conception that to be human is to be spiritual. This survey cannot claim 

to adduce results that statistically confirm such general statements, but 
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the conclusions can be used to refine our theories and hypotheses about 

the nature of religiosity. Therefore, it is possible to suggest that the 

secularisation hypothesis needs to be amended from the statement "that 

modernity is characterised by increasing secularisation of belief and by a 

corresponding increase in religious scepticism" (as defined by Gill, 

Hadaway and Mader, 1998: 507) to include the evidently widespread 

belief in the spiritual nature of human beings. Longitudinal research, 

cross-referencing quantitative data on religious belief in Britain from the 

1930's to the present, carried out by Robin Gill, C. Kirk Hadaway and 

Penny Mader, has concluded that there has been a "persistence of non- 

traditional beliefs" (for example, reincarnation, horoscopes and the 

exchange of messages with the dead). Their research claims that "a 

theoretical perspective is needed that recognises the often corrosive 

effects of modern life on the transmission of religious beliefs and the 

continued popularity of worldviews which presume a transcendent 

referent, however broadly defined" (1998: 507). 

My thesis does not pretend to offer a theoretical perspective in response 

to the specific problem defined by Gill et aL However, the Foucauldian 

and feminist critiques of knowledge given in chapter 2 allow a framework 

for understanding how a fragmentation of religion, and a synthesis of 

spirituality or "transcendent referent", may be conceived from a 

postmodern perspective. Both trends are existent in the current 

morphology of religious ideas and practices. 
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The important issue arising from the survey respondents self definition 

as spiritual beings is how they understood the term "spirituality". It was 

for this reason that question 3 gave space for a long response and was 

phrased carefully to allow personal definitions ("describe what you mean 

when you use the word spirituality"). My prior research had led me to the 

conclusion that the plurality of spiritual practices needed to be clearly 

posited in the generic category of New Age spiritualities. The responses 

to this particular question confirmed my supposition. The mode of 

appropriation and application of the term spirituality is akin to the 

linguistic, Wittgensteinian epithet that "meaning is use". The way this 

epithet works is famously expounded in Lewis Carroll's Alice through the 

Looking-Glass, referred to by Eric Sharpe as the "Humpty Dumpty 

principle": 

'There's glory for youl'[said Humpty Dumpty) 

I don't know what you mean by "glorv/', 'AJice said. 
Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. 'Of course you 
don't -'til I tell you. I meant, "There's a nice knock-down 
argument for you! "' 

'But "glory" doesn't mean "a nice knock-down 
argument", ' AJice objected. 

'When I use a word' Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a 
scornful tone, 'it means just what I choose it to mean - 
neither more nor less. ' 

'The question is, ' said AJice, 'whether you can make 
words mean so many different things. ' 

'The question is, ' said Humpty Dumpty, 'which is to be 
master - that's all. ' (Quoted in Sharpe, 1983: 35) 
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In the survey 68% of the sample considered the essence of spirituality to 

be the same across traditions (the examples given in the question were, 

New Age spirituality, Buddhist spirituality and Christian spirituality), but 

28% had decided that there are a variety of different types of spirituality. 

This should lead to the conclusion of spirituality conceived as a singular 

phenomenon. Yet the variety of definitions of spirituality given in 

question three and the multiplicity of ways in which spirituality is 

practised lead to a Humpty Dumpty understanding of many "masters" 

making the word "spirituality" mean many things. Thus, there were 

distinctly monotheistic definitions of spirituality such as "feeling God's 

presence with us on earth" (SS 1.19) or, "awareness and communication 

between self and a higher being; relationship between one's soul and 

God" (SS 2.2). These contrasted significantly with pantheist or 

panentheist conceptions of a more advaitan perspective, 

A sense of oneness with everything, a sense of 
encompassing the total ity/whol eness of all that is and 
beyond; expansiveness; the infinity of all; ever 
unfolding love. (SS 2.3) 

A common theme and frequently used term was that of "connectedness" 

to God, other people and the planet. Concern for the planet, the 

influence of the ecology movement and deep ecology philosophy was 

evident in many individuals' perceptions of spirituality: 

An awareness of something more than our everyday 
reality -a sense of purpose, connectedness about our 
lives, what we experience. AJso spiritual values e. g. 
compassion, love, trust and environmental awareness. 
(SS1.1) 

163 



The idea of connection resonates as a core spiritual principle in many of 

the responses throughout the sample. E. M. Forster's phrase "only 

connect" is consciously adopted by many within the New Age 

spiritualities to affirm an ethical and spiritual stance of engagement with 

especially ecological activism and personal growth. Thus the twenty-five 

year anniversary edition of Resurgence is titled "Only Connect" and the 

editor's preface expounds a worldview which revolves around this 

theme: 

Science connects with arts, matter with mind, body with 
spirit, nature with culture, individual with community, 
knowledge with wisdom and earth with heaven - forming the new trinity of Soil, Soul, Society and 
creating a sense of belonging to the earth community at 
large. (Kumar, 2000,201: 3) 

The conception of Satish Kumar of a "new" trinity is an attempt to move 

beyond the limited notion of a New Age movement that focuses merely 

on mind, body, spirit. Kumar considers the New Age trinity of Mind. 

Body, Spirit to be a welcome development from the "social trinity" of 

Ubert6, Egafit6, FratemiO, as the New Age has introduced a spiritual 

dimension. But, according to Kumar, "this only replaces one partial view 

with another. This personal trinity ignores the social reality and again 

leaves out the natural world" (2000,200: 6). 

While these are valid criticisms of some individuals and of some aspects 

ofthe New Age considered as a discrete movement, concerns with the 

social and natural world are evident throughout my questionnaire sample 

which is representative of a broader notion of New Age spiritualities. The 
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truth is that the New Age movement is often a useful fiction from which 

the "serious-minded" are able to dissociate themselves. My 

questionnaire sample, interviews and observations at many New Age 

events lead me to conclude that genuine concerns related to social 

justice and environmental degradation are widely prevalent amongst the 

diverse practitioners of the more expansive category of New Age 

spiritualities. Indeed, on an individual level, some of those involved in 

the more radical New Age practices of channelling, crystal healing and 

UFOlogy are equally radical in practising personal and planetary non- 

violence. There are, simply, many approaches and perspectives within 

the web of New Age spiritualities. Multifarious individual webs link and 

interlink to a greater or lesser extent with different ideologies or religious 

beliefs. it is for this reason that we might find New Agers whose 

understanding of spirituality is a limited personalist conception of Mind, 

Body and Spirit, as Satish Kumar suggests. But, equally we will find New 

Agers who are more rooted in a spirituality of Soil, Soul and Society 

going to the same conferences, events, bookshops and wholefood 

stores as the readers of Resurgence. 

Some definitions from the questionnaire sample were little concerned 

with a theistic notion of relationship with a transcendent "other". One 

respondent opted for an aesthetic conception, "the drive in mankind to 

seek beauty, truth and goodness, and love" (SS 1.6 - influenced I 

suspect by Keats's famous "Ode on a Grecian Urn"). Another respondent 

considered the term purely from a single religious tradition, "for me, 
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spirituality means something to do with paganism/shamanism" (SS 1.5). 

There were also definitions which closely resembled Heelas's notion of 

New Age as Self-religions, "it means extending myself beyond my small 

self to connect with the universe" (SS 1.7). Certain explanations 

reflected the world-affirming eclecticism that forms a significant part, 

though by no means the whole, of New Age ideas about the soul: 

We are each a perfect soul coming to earth many times 
to learn the lessons we need in order to become pure 
love and light and merge with the source. (SS 1.24) 

Clearly the influences of traditional religions and NRMs perspectives on 

the soul or spirit have moulded many aspects of each individual's 

definitions. It is quite easy to recognise the Christian influences on 

monistic and theist definitions. It was also not surprising to discover the 

influence of Sai Baba's teachings on love on the thinking of the last 

respondent cited above. 

The variety of influences from specific religious traditions and teachings 

that had affected the respondents considerably outnumbered the specific 

religious traditions of which they were members. Thus 80% of the 

sample defined at least one religious teaching or practice that influenced 

their spirituality, while only 27% claimed to be active members of a 

traditional religious group. This number can be expanded somewhat 

when we consider the response to the related question about whether 

the individual followed "a particular spiritual teacher or teaching", where 

47%, responded in the affirmative. The range of traditional religious 

groups cited by respondents is small when we consider the multicultural 
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range of Bristol residents (particularly pertaining to The Spark portion of 

the sample). The majority of those respondents who claimed to be 

affiliated to a religious group self-define simply as Christians, though 

some refer to their denomination - Baptist, Methodist, Roman Catholic 

and Quaker. This suggests that interest in New Age spiritualities in the 

South West of England is primarily a local formation which is receiving 

some support from members of organised religions, particularly 

Christians. 

However, the majority of respondents did not define themselves as 

belonging to a specific traditional religious group and when we consider 

the influence of specific teachings (question 6), there is considerably 

greater diversity. Again the highest percentage of influential teachings 

emerge from Christianity. 37% of the sample affirmed Christian spiritual 

discipline as "the greatest influence" on their lives - though the teachings 

were variously cited in terms of specific denominations or elements of 

Christianity, such as Christ or the Bible. Of the 28 different teachers and 

teachings listed, other key influences include Buddhism, Yoga, Taoism, 

Hinduism and a variety of psychotechnologies from transformative 

dreamwork to transactional analysis and counselling. As a large 

proportion of the responses for the whole sample came from Psychology 

of Vision workshops, two other categories figured highly in this area, 

firstly Psychology of Vision literature and seminars and secondly, A 

Course in Miracles. The Course is often cited at Psychology of Vision 

seminars as useful reading for the perplexed, but it has been and 
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remains, widely used as a self-help manual amongst New Agers. (The 

prevalence of the Course is indicated by William Bloom's assertion in 

1991 that, "it is thought by many to be the most powerful transformatory 

course currently available - 1991: 42. ) 8A significant minority, one fifth of 

the research group, did not cite any specific religious teaching or teacher 

as influential in their own spirituality. Finally, the majority of respondents, 

85%, considered there to be a clear difference between "being religious 

and being spiritual". Secularisation has undoubtedly brought about 

suspicion and antipathy to the idea of religion, but it has not led to a 

correspondent denial of what many consider the essence of the 

religions, spirituality. 

It is worth further elaborating on the notions of spirituality and religion, in 

this section on 'The nature of New Age spiritualities", by analysing the 

responses to the set of questions related to "ideas about and attitudes to 

the concept of the New Age" (15-19, cf 5.2.2). The quest! ons in this 

section were developed in order to refine certain hypotheses about the 

New Age developed by academic outsiders. It also continued the theme 

of eliciting the understanding of the respondents regarding the nature of 

their beliefs. 

a Course is an influential series of daily lessons for the spiritual initiate published 
anonymously. They are known to have been transcribed between 1965 and 1973 by 
Helen Shucman who claims to have been an atheist of Jewish extraction when she was 
told by an inner voice to write notes on the thoughts arriving in her mind. She was thus 
a channel. But, as Riordan states, to a Christian rather than a Jewish spirit, "the text 
strongly implies that its source is the biblical Chrisf (Riordan, 1992: 110). 
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The first hypothesis I sought to refine relates to the definition of New Age 

as a world-aff irming system (as designated by Roy Wallis, 1984: 24-6). 

The survey group was asked whether they felt optimistic or pessimistic 

about the future of the planet. The response supported the general 

assertion with 57% of the sample indicating optimism. But it is necessary 

to mediate such general isati ons, for 22% took a pessimistic view and 

13% circled both positions. Clearly such a question lacks subtlety, but 

the indication is that not all following a spiritual path have a positive view 

about the future. In this limited sense not all within the New Age 

spiritualities can be considered world-affirming. Furthermore, there is 

considerable suspicion about technology and the material conditions on 

this planet. Some New Agers adopt the negative pathway and perceive 

the world as a "vale of tears" from which freedom is attained through 

repeated rebirths or "ascendance" to another planetary system such as 

Sirius or the Pleiades. Thus their views more closely resemble the world- 

rejecting type of Wallis's typology. Nevertheless, by far the majority of 

the sample can be construed as world-affirming as over three-quarters 

considered the world to be in the process of transformation and the 

majority of these were optimistic about the nature of that transformation. 

AC 
, pects of personal transformation were elicited in a prior question on 

the -ways in which the ideas and practices that influenced personal 

spiritualities had positively affected or changed the respondents' lives. 

The most common responses were "happier", "more self -empowered", 

"more loving" and "more spiritual". A detailed exploration of the different 
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perceptions of transformation on a personal and global level was not the 

purpose of the questionnaire, albeit one element under general 

investigation. Question 18 which had been intended to bring out a 

limited quantity of relevant information on the New Age as a period of 

transformation, was not wholly successful in its aim. The reason for this 

was that some respondents understood the question to be asking for an 

alternative definition to the term "New Age" rather than the meaning and 

consequences of a New Age. Thus a typical response was "The Age of 

Aquarius. (Living Waters. ) According to astrology" (SS 1.33). Many 

responses were more informative in indicating themes about the New 

Age as a period of transformation. On one level these ideas conformed 

to certain current ideas within the New Age spiritualities about an 

energetic level of existence; so for example one respondent suggested, 

,, it, s to do with a raising of Vibrations on the planet, therefore in us" (SS 

2.14). On another level the idea of transformation was related to the 

zeitgeist of plurality and globalisation: "Acceptance of all traditions 

encouraging a holistic view - everything is connected and humanity can 

work to achieve a more successful future" (SS 2.16). The context of the 

respondents' definition within other responses given in the questionnaire 

plays an important part in the meaning of the belief they espouse. While 

the two former respondents were decidedly optimistic about future 

transformation (questions 15 and 16) the following definition of New Age 

as, "caring about the planet as a whole - not being materialisticr (SS 

1.11) is the consideration of a determinedly pessimistic thinker who 

nevertheless self-defines as New Age. 
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Question 17 related to the preferred self -designation of the respondents 

to the description of their views as "New Age". Responses to the 

question help refine the hypothesis relating the New Age to older ideas 

and beliefs. As we have already seen, acceptance of the title "New Age" 

depends largely on perceptions and definitions about New Age which 

vary from individual to individual. Some respondents took the view that 

New Age was "stone age" or a "resurgence of old ideas". This theme has 

resonances in the critiques of scholars like Robert Ellwood who states, 

"it is a common place that the New Age is not really new at all". Ellwood 

also claims that "more concretely, the New Age is a contemporary 

manifestation of a western alternative spirituality tradition going back at 

least to the Greco-Roman world" (1992: 59). This is a line of thinking 

which has been developed by Wouter Hanegraaff in his definition of 

New Age as a religion which emerges in the secular world as a novel 

form of western esotericism (1996). There is an undeniable validity in 

these assertions and in research which discovers the historical roots to 

phenomena, but in some ways such statements beg the question, for all 

human activity emerges from a historical background, yet is also a novel 

expression of its historical roots. An equally important area of research is 

the dynamic encounter of the old with the new, the organic shifting 

morphology of human cultural production. New Age spiritualities are "a 

modern approach to life. Non-conventional. Misunderstood. A variety of 

beliefs" (SS 1.28). More correctly, the New Age spiritualities are a 

disparate collection of the new and the old. They are, for one self- 

defined New Ager, "about the concept of Gaia and conservation" (SS 
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1.26). While for another respondent New Age spirituality is a 

contradictory amalgam: 

On one level -a naive ideology which has more bearing 
on the ideas of a land of "milk and honeyn than on the 
true state of the real world. - Being more positive -a 
readiness to be more open to more natural options (SS 
1.12). 

Another defines New Age simply as, "a revolt against traditional Christ 

based theology" (SS 2.5). 

5.2.2 The Practice of S12iritualily 

If the premises for what each individual construes to be New Age and 

spiritual are so diverse, it is not surprising that the practices are equally 

varied. Yet despite multiple modes of understanding there are core and 

correlate themes by which we can identify a set of New Age spiritualities. 

The boundaries to this set are not so discrete for the New Age to be 

considered either as a religion or as a movement. However, if we 

conceive New Age spiritualities in terms of praxis rather than beliefs, that 

is, if we consider New Agers in the light of the way they practise their 

beliefs rather than what their beliefs are, we arrive at certain 

recognisable themes. The model for this mode of activity is the web. 

The concept that New Age spiritualities are best considered as a web of 

praAs was partly developed before the construction of the questionnaire. 

it was affirmed, inter alia, by the responses to the set of questions on 

"ideas about God and the millennium" (25-28). The first of these 

questions listed seven areas of interest commonly considered to be at 
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the heart of New Age beliefs: channelling; healing and personal growth; 

ecology; eastern religions; New Age science; neo-Paganism; new 

psychology. Respondents could circle all categories or none if they 

wished. The highest affirmation was given to the area of healing and 

personal growth where 82% of the sample selected this category as an 

important part of their beliefs. Nevertheless, this figure also shows that 

18% did not consider the area important for their beliefs. Eastern 

religions were only selected by 28% of the sample as important. Equally 

significant is the fact that only 33% of the entire sample selected new 

psychology as an important aspect of their beliefs when 42% of the 

sample were active in Psychology of Vision seminars and workshops. 

These results suggest that defining a core set of beliefs, even of the 

highest percentage categories such as healing and personal growth 

cannot completely define the field of New Age spiritualities. Attempts to 

create boundaries in this area of the study of religions, by defining 

essential beliefs, necessarily exclude significant portions of the wider 

group practising New Age spiritualities. We can simply conclude that 

there are practitioners of various beliefs whose networks interlink and 

interact in the pattern of many overlapping webs. 

Two further questions from the questionnaire were included to examine 

this issue more deeply. The results serve to support the hypothesis that 

New Age defined as a religion in terms of a discrete set of beliefs is not 

an accurate measure for the field. The first question related to the notion 

of a God or Goddess. The issue of a theistic centre to religious 
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expression has an important history that needs briefly to be addressed 

before analysing the response to this question. 

The history of the study of religions from Europe and America has been 

inscribed by the values of Christianity, the predominant religion of the 

West. Thus the many misconceptions and misunderstandings of world 

religions from nineteenth and early twentieth century ethnographers and 

scholars of religion may be isolated in conceptions derived from their 

understanding of Christianity. By relying on core Christian notions of 

what a religion included, research into and descriptions of the religions 

tended to focus on the notion of Godhead, the key differentiation of 

monotheism and polytheism, and, again using Christianity as the 

paradigm, the importance of the text. Difficulties for these scholars, 

definitions of religion arose when texts were not available or theistic 

concepts, as for Buddhism and Taoism, did not exist. Equally 

problematic for scholars were the multiple ways a given religion 

appeared to be practised by devotees that seemed to deny the validity of 

their attempts to express the essential nature of the religion. While 

Christianity appeared to assert a univocal self -understanding in the Bible 

and the Nicene Creed, a religion such as Hinduism was both a monistic 

tradition under the influence of Shankara and Vedanta, but also clearly 

polytheistic in many of the villages in India. Ninian Smart has sought to 

overcome these difficulties of defining essences by asserting "family 

resemblances" between the religions (1969). In his model familial 

characteristics relate ostensibly wholly different traditions through links 
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with mediate religious forms which share characteristics with those 

apparently unrelated. Wide variances between religious traditions can 

therefore be accounted for within a pluralistic set of heterogeneous 

religions. But it is only recently that scholars of religion have begun to 

apply a similar understanding within the religions themselves. Thus 

Rupert Gethin notes, "as is fashionable to point out these days, 

'Buddhism' is something of an intellectual abstraction: in reality there is 

not one Buddhism but many Buddhisms" (1998: 2); and Gavin Flood 

defines a variety of Hinduisms in history, traditions, doctrines and 

practices (1996: 1-3; 5-7). 

This pluralist conception within a religious tradition is congruent with the 

multiplicity of spiritualities emerging from the New Age. For while 58% of 

the Survey of Spirituality sample circled "yes" in response to the 

question "Is the idea of a God or Goddess important in your 

spirituality? ", a highly significant proportion, 37%, circled "no". The 

conception of the New Age as predominantly theistic, which one might 

affirm from these figures, is further clouded by the results of the corollary 

question which elicited the ways in which respondents chose to refer to 

"this ultimate being". The range included traditional personified 

references to "almighty God", "God the Father and "my Creator" and also 

"Moth e r/Fathe r" and "The Goddess". More frequent reference was made 

to less defined notions of "God in a general way" which ranged from 

"Divine Source", "Universal Energy" and "Beautiful Spirit of Love" to 

""Fate", "Higher Mind", "Intelligence and "Our Potential". Although many 
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within New Age spiritualities might claim these terms refer to the same 

essence, these multifarious labels mitigate against a unified theology or 

thealogy. 

The second question designed to investigate the existence of central 

ideas which could be used to categorise New Age in terms of its 

religious beliefs was related to the significance of the millennium. As the 

survey was conducted in 1999, public consciousness of the millennium 

was high and the notion of change explicit in the idea of a New Age, and 

the related "Age of Aquarius", correlated with a current zeitgeist of 

excitement attached to the idea of the changing millennium. Only 15% of 

the sample considered the millennium significant. One respondent's 

comment perhaps represents a common understanding by those within 

the New Age spiritualities about the millennium, "heaven made for 

completely non-spiritual marketing types to help them make money" (SS 

1.12 -a sales and marketing co-ordinator). 

it is primarily by their practices that those within New Age spiritualities 

can be distinguished. In some ways this approach is analogous to the 

model developed by Ninian Smart which recognises the diversity of 

religious traditions in his notion of the seven dimensions of religions. 

(1989). The "doctrinal and philosophical dimension" is not thereby 

written out of our understanding of New Age spiritualities. Doctrine and 

belief are highly significant for many of the individuals and form the 

framework for individual nodes of the web. But for the generic category 

of New Age spiritualities it is the "practical or ritual dimension", the 
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"experiential and emotional dimension" and the "social and institutional 

dimension" which are of most use in defining New Age spiritualities, both 

for the insider and the outsider. Thus an important aspect of the Survey 

of Spirituality questionnaire was to inquire into the practices of the 

respondents (questions 9-12, "personal involvement with spiritual 

groups"). 

Inevitably some of the questions and the responses overlapped. For 

example, question 11 asked whether the individual followed a "particular 

spiritual teacher or teaching" which may have repeated information 

garnered from questions 6 and 8 about whether respondents were 

members of a traditional religious group or followed a particular spiritual 

teaching. Nevertheless, many responses were elicited by question 11 

that pointed toward diverse teachings and practices. The Course in 

Miracles figured highly, as did Psychology of Vision and Quakerism, 

especially amongst people from a Christian background. An important 

influence on a number of the psychotechnologies and self-help 

programmes is the 'Twelve-Step Program" initiated by Alcoholics 

Anonymous (see Kelly, 1992: 150-1), which was also cited in response 

to question 11. Other teachers and teachings influencing specific 

practices for respondents included Nachman of Bratslav, Ignatius of 

Loyola, Mansukh Patel (of Life Foundation School of Therapeutics), 

Neern Baba and yoga. 

The focal questions for personal engagement with spirituality were those 

concerned with how individuals pursued and developed their spiritual 
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paths and the frequency of involvement with public events. While it is 

reasonably clear to outsiders that a practice is engaged with when 

individuals commit to a specific religious group or take part in public 

events, it is much more difficult to measure personal and informal 

practices, especially if they include lifestyle choices. An example of an 

attempt at such a measurement is the LIFE poll conducted for 

Resurgence where the one thousand respondents were asked what they 

considered to be "the best way to protect the environment". 24% aff irmed 

"public protest or personal action such as joining a campaign groulf to 

be the best method, an option which is statistically measurable. 9 

However, 32% indicated their preference to boycott products which is 

significantly more difficult to measure. Thus refining or redefining Steve 

Bruce's notion of the New Age as "low impact and low salience" proves 

to be highly problematic. In fact if the growth in the availability of ethical 

products, from organic foods to ethical investments, is a sufficient 

criterion, there can be no doubt that some of the values of New Age 

spiritualities have a high impact. These conclusions depend upon the 

criteria for measurement. But it is very difficult to quantify practices such 

as prayer or meditation in order to arrive at conclusions related to impact 

and salience. 

9 Even basic statistical analyses of number counting in organisations are problematic 
as Eileen Barker has shown in her analysis of the numerical significance of NRMs, 
because of issues of turnover, varying definitions of membership and double-counfing 
(1999). 
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Respondents to the Survey of Spirituality could select from one of the 

following categories of involvement over the preceding twelve months: 

workshops, retreats, lectures, formal group meetings and festivals. The 

most active participants in formal public events (not affiliated with a 

specific religion), claimed to have visited or participated in up to thirty- 

two events (SS 1.1). Those who were members of religious groups often 

meet minimally once a week but also engaged with other public events. 

The active participants of New Age type events, those with financial and 

temporal freedom to become involved in these events, are the public 

faces of the New Age spiritualities. However, both this question and the 

preceding question in the questionnaire provided results that show 

considerable activity and engagement on a private level, alone and 

informally with groups of like-minded friends. 

Figure 4 indicates quite clearly that the majority of those interested in 

New Age spiritualities are actively pursuing their interests primarily on a 

personal level. There is a significant core of slightly above a quarter who 

engage with public events in the forms of lectures, retreats, formally 

organised groups and, to a lesser extent, festivals. The key public focus 

of New Age spiritualities appears to be the workshop, from which many 

individuals derive spiritual sustenance, ideas and inspiration (see 

chapter 7). Highly significant proportions of the sample develop their 

spiritual path by informally meeting with friends or those of a like-mind 

and interest. The majority have developed practices which are carried 
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out alone (the details and nature of these practices are described in the 

following chapters using the in-depth interviews). 

Figure 4. How Individuals Pursue Spiritual Paths 

Workshops Aone Festivals Lectures 

58% 72% 18% 28% 

Retreats Formal 

groups 

Informal 

Groups 

27% 28% 53% 

5.2. a Thp, Webs of PMQLiQQ 

The pathways that make up the web of each individual's spirituality in 

the New Age spiritualities are marked out not by formal organisations, 

but by a complex system of interacting, informal connections based on 

communication. It is in part for this reason that the image of the world 

photographed from space is a seminal symbol for many within the New 

Age spiritualities. The "global village" idea inspired by this image is a 

networWing village. Indeed some popular reproductions of the "world 

from space" picture include satellites to enhance the notion of 

interconnectivity and global communication. An important aspect of the 

design of the Survey of Spirituality was to define in more detail the ways 

in which the webs were constructed. Thus a set of questions was 
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included to expand upon and refine the private and personalist aspect of 

New Age spiritualities (questions 20-24, "personal, social and political 

evangelism"), and another set of questions was directed at the explicit 

and implicit formation of networks (questions 29-35). 

Over 85% of the sample considered it important, or had some need, to 

share personal spiritual beliefs (question 34), suggesting that core 

elements of the New Age spiritualities are fostering relationships and 

dissemination of ideas. The New Age spiritualities, in other words, are 

not a system of private individual ideologies. On this level at least the 

notion of community has an important role for many individuals. In fact, 

when in company of like-minded people, only 8% choose to remain quiet 

about their personal beliefs. The sharing of ideas is a vital component in 

the development of beliefs and in the establishment and maintenance of 

networks. On the issue of the methods by which individuals 

communicate there is a diversity of expression ranging from simply 

talking with others, adopted by the majority, to a selection of creative 

endeavours including writing, music, poetry, tutoring, counselling, 

gardening, through work and "in my being". 

Undoubtedly an important influence on this set of creative and artistic 

pathways has been the widely prevalent idea that the development of 

the spiritual Self is a creative endeavour. Julia Cameron's extraordinarily 

successful book The Artist's Way. A Course in DisCOvering and 

Recovering Your Creative Self (1994) exemplifies the self-help style of 

II many texts in this area. Cameron is both an important influence on the 
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trajectory of New Age spiritualities and has drawn upon vital strands in 

the wider web of spiritualities from Stanislav and Christina Grof's 

transpersonal psychology in The Stormy Search for the Seff (1991) to 

Starhawk's The Spiral Dance (1979). 

The idea of creative work on the Self as a core to New Age spiritualities 

perhaps explains why 32% of the sample concurred with Heelas's 

description of the New Age movement as "Self -religions". However, 35% 

disagreed with the term. A further, equal proportion, either chose neither 

to agree nor disagree. A number of this group commented on the limited 

use of and therefore applicability of labels. Those who accepted the term 

Self-religion frequently qualified their acceptance by questioning the 

idea of Self and denying the egocentric conception of a selfish position. 

A respondent who rejected the term clarified her position by stating, "it 

begins with the self but it is not only about the self - it quickly becomes 

universal" (SS 2.16). 

Active engagement with pressure groups and alternative political 

organisations is a significant sector of the web of practices for 44% of 

the sample. This high proportion of individuals supports the claim that 

New Age spiritualities include an ethical engagement with the wider 

community on a social and political level. The major organisations 

supported by the sample were Amnesty, Friends of the Earth, 

Greenpeace, the Green Party, Charter 88, Oxfam, Christian Aid and 

local LETS schemes. In this way personal commitments and ideas of 

developing the Self become linked to universal, or global, issues, and 
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the web extends beyond the boundaries of a personal system. The 

choices that direct and create these web links are unique to the 

individual who makes them, but the structure that engages individual 

webs with larger webs is universal. 

The methods of disseminating ideas and developing networks, it has 

been established so far, are largely through informal systems. This 

assertion does not, however, deny the significance of more formal links 

in the web. The key formal means of spreading ideas are the existence 

of active participatory workshops, the profusion of published works (see 

Appendix B) and to a lesser extent other media such as radio and 

television. Often informal contacts are the basis for more formal study or 

engagement with the wider web. Typically, an individual interested in 

New Age spiritualities will be told by a friend of the existence of a text or 

workshop. The link will thus be established and may remain no more 

than a tenuous acquaintance with a new idea or psychotechnology for 

example, or it may lead to the individual taking part in the workshop or 

buying the book, developing a deeper knowledge of the ideas or, in the 

case of self-help texts, following the course outlined therein. There are 

multiple levels of knowledge and engagement with the web of New Age 

spiritualities. 

The last part of the Survey of Spirituality sought to clarify how 

communication is the substantive element of the links between nodes in 

the web. By defining the most effective modes of contact and eliciting the 

different styles of contact it became clear that informal systems of 
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communication underlay all the networks. The structure of dissemination 

of ideas within the New Age spiritualities is thus best defined as "bottom- 

up" rather than 'lop-down". This contrasts with the mode of 

disseminating doctrine common in many of the traditional religions where 

organisations are more significant and network leaders operate from 

hierarchies whereby power emanates from the top. This is perhaps a 

simplified model of the operational functions of the traditional religions, 

but it is vitally pertinent in the perception of many of those within the 

New Age spiritualities. These individuals often consider traditional 

religions as archaic bureaucracies, and an important aspect of these 

New Ager's beliefs is dependent on individual choice and personal 

authority. Such individual choice is itself dependent on structures that 

are segmented and polycentric, organisations that are multivocal, and 

systems that are reticulated by the word-of-mouth informal connections 

which are evident in New Age spiritualities. 
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CHAPTER 6 

NODES IN THE WEB: THE SPARK 

As the community that accepted the basic vision of the 
movement evolved, service organisations sprouted up 
to facilitate its development. Most important in any 
decentralised movement, periodicals tied the diverse 
groups and individuals together and kept the movement 
informed. (Melton, 1988: 43) 

I'm not sure I want to go to a group ... I think it's best 
just to leave it alone and think what you think ... you 
have to be careful who you speak to otherwise people 
think you're barking mad. (SS 1.24) 

The traditional spiritual thing is to do with having a 
teacher and somehow in modern times ... I think that's a 
very difficult thing ... with friends it's almost as if the 
roles can change so there's this kind of pupil teacher 
thing and it can free float around a group of people ... for a while I am that person's support and then it can go 
the other way. (SS 1.14) 

6.1 THE SPARK 

§. 1.1 Qgmmunication and "Shgring" 

The underlying structure of the web of New Age spiritualities is based on 

an informal system of interpersonal communications. Individuals discuss 

their personal practices and beliefs, report on workshops, festivals and 

training seminars to friends and colleagues. In this way the formal 

literature in the public sphere is mediated and multiplied by informal 

networks through a process of sharing. The notion of "sharing" has a 

particular resonance in the worldview of many within the New Age 
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spiritualities. Workshops and seminars that are given from a 

psychotechnological perspective explicitly support methodologies of self- 

examination through shared process. There is no novelty in expressing 

the fact that a crucial feature of all human networks is informal linguistic 

contact. It is, though, important to analyse the framework of concepts 

and mediations that constitute the specific language-game functioning in 

the web of New Age spiritualities. Individual identity and group identity 

are formed, in part, by an informal network of shared experiences which 

underlies and supports a formal network of the diffusion of ideas and 

doctrines through textual media and organised events. 

Yet while group encounter and shared personal testimony in 

psychotherapeutic workshops are crucial dynamics of many New Age 

spiritualities, the investigation of the "higher Self" is ultimately deemed a 

matter of individual responsibility. In this way individual psycho-spi ritual 

experience, the construction of personal identity, is reified to a realm 

beyond social norms where personal understanding is the absolute 

arbiter of the meaning and content of that experience. Thus authority has 

passed from external sources to the individual; there has been a process 

of democratisation whereby personal experience and judgement on 

spirituality has equal validity with that of, for example, published 

authorities. At this level the polycentric web is as many-headed as there 

are participants in the web. 

The role of individual authority is usefully exemplified by the expression 

of one interviewee reflecting on his place within categories of religion. 
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First he described a "Burn your Inner Criticr workshop at Bath that was 

influential in his understanding of the way in which he adopted different 

practices, "my thinking changed into, if it works, try it, keep it; if it 

doesn't, let it go. I had a bad back and I went to acupuncture and 

Alexander technique and it worked. I don't have to know why" (SS 1.13). 

This rationalisation of an anti-intellectualist position is widely prevalent 

within the New Age spiritualities. And the authority that provides the 

ground for such decisions is personal experience and understanding. 

From this position it becomes quite feasible for the individual to assert a 

highly personalised spirituality, as did this interviewee when considering 

his religiosity in terms of a New Age: 

if you mean New Age as opposed to old age or 
orthodox then I suppose it would have to be, but I think 
New Age itself has a meaning which perhaps doesn't 
include me ... whereas my spirituality is as fluid as my 
spirit ... The plethora of ideas is an environment where 
my personal ideas are far more acceptable to other 
people ... the atmosphere that surrounds the New Age 
is an atmosphere of freedom of expression and thought. 
For me it was about learning I had the power to choose 
... In separating and becoming myself I gained a sense 
of my own power to create my own environment, 
religion. (SS 1.13) 

This interviewee was a rare example from the sample whose opinions 

are strongly against the idea of sharing: "I won't discuss my personal 

spirituality with people who are not close friends because it's too 

personal. It's not a secret but it's a treasure". However, his espoused 

position on the notion of sharing his ideas contradicted the very activi ty 

he was taking a part in - sharing his ideas with me in the knowledge that 

this interview would form part of my research. His response when the 
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apparently obvious contradiction was pointed out was illuminating. The 

interview arose as a result of a questionnaire that was brought to his 

attention from The Spark, which he considered an implicit 

recommendation. This recommendation, and our informal talk on the 

telephone prior to the meeting, was sufficient to disclose his "treasure". 

Thus, The Spark, though in the public and formal sphere of 

communication, mediates between the anonymous world of mass 

publishing and the local world of informal community networks and 

friendship webs. 

§. 1.2 Periodicals and the W 

The role of newspapers and related publications as vital nodes in the 

network of New Age spiritualities has been confirmed by one of the 

leading scholars investigating new religious phenomena, J. Gordon 

Melton. He has stated that the New Age movement, as with other similar 

decentralised organisations, is kept informed by periodicals, and given a 

sense of unity by these media (Melton, 1988: 43). The nature of the 

"periodical" as an artefact is changing rapidly in the late twentieth/early 

twenty-first century. Although there are many periodicals and journals 

printed in the UK relating to New Age phenomena (The Spark, South 

West Connection, Resurgence, Caduceus, Kindred Spirit to name but a 

few local and national publications), ' there is an increasing dependence 

1 'There are now 26 New Awareness magazines distributed to the general public, and 
at least 100 more that cater to more specialist Now Consciousness publics. " (Considine 
and Ferguson, 1994: 158. ) 
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and use of internet publications as a networking resource. Indeed as 

Manuel Castells has asserted: 

Networks constitute the new social morphology of our 
societies, and the diffusion of networking logic 
substantially modifies the operation and outcomes in 
processes of production, experience, power and 
culture. While the networking form of social 
organisation has existed in other times and spaces, the 
new information technology paradigm provides the 
material basis for its pervasive expansion throughout 
the entire social structure. (1996: 469) 

The ubiquity of access and diffusion of internet resources should not 

perhaps be quite so overstated. While many within the New Age 

spiritualities make use of this resource, and while the general set of 

beliefs which are comprised within the set are world-affirming (in the 

sense of those willing to support and adopt new technologies), there are 

still many individuals in the UK who do not have regular access to a PC. 

Even those who do search the web and take part in the manifold chat 

rooms available, are not necessarily actively constituting their beliefs 

and practices via this mode of publication. Rather, the internet is at this 

point of the early twenty-first century, one amongst many sources for 

disseminating information and providing connections between the 

multiple nodes of the web. 

The most easily available, user-friendly, format for distributing the ideas 

and information relevant to the web of New Age spiritualities is still to be 

found in the hard copy of free newspapers. From the perspective of the 

consumer this is a vital node, especially for those unable to link with 

other nodes such as the World Wide Web. The South West paper, The 
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Spark, is a gateway into a wide network of different practices and it is 

readily available because of its broad distribution. From the perspective 

of those who place the advertisements The Spark represents a relatively 

inexpensive, cost effective means of promotion which reaches a large, 

diverse yet focused readership interested in the area of holistic or New 

Age spiritualities. The mission statement of The Spark reflects the 

ideological viewpoint of the editor and accurately describes this function 

of the free newspaper as a node in the web of New Age spiritualities: 

"Our aim is to keep you in touch with creative solutions for a changing 

world and to help you get the best out of life. We ... call it positive 

change". Advocacy of a "positive" worldview is another feature of the 

world-affirming beliefs of many New Age spiritualities. This is equally 

well expressed by the nationally distributed Positive News, a free 

newspaper which acts as a source of news stories from around the world 

about "creative solutions" in progress, especially those related to deep 

ecology issues of sustainability and renewable resources. 

. 1. a The &arA- Disl[ibution and Fungfigo 

The hard copy provided by The Spark is an active element in the New 

Age networks of the South West of England. The paper is produced 

quarterly and has a print run of 25,000, with an estimated readership of 

65,000 (figures for 2000). This is a conservative estimate taken by The 

Spark as "it is widely agreed that each magazine is seen by an average 

of four people" (Considine and Ferguson, 1994: 158). This represents a 

readership equivalent to many nationally distributed maga7ines available 
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from news stores throughout the country. The main distribution of the 

paper is through voluntary placement in local shops and public sites in a 

twenty mile radius of Bristol, from where The Spark is published. A 

smaller percentage of distribution is achieved by individual subscription 

for a small post and package fee. There is also (from issue 20, spring 

2000) a new website from which information can be accessed and it is 

possible to register for a "free weekly-ish e-mail" to find more up-to-date 

details on the events and listings available in the quarterly publication. A 

final, crucial aspect of The Spark in the network of New Age spiritualities 

is that it is available for free. Undoubtedly the lack of cost is a prime 

reason for its wide distribution. Nevertheless there is a firm ideological 

commitment toward a wholly democratic, open access ethic in the 

editorial decision to remain free, despite financial constraints which 

mitigate towards a more exclusive distribution funded by a tariff on each 

paper. The Spark is paid for by advertising, hence the bulk of each 

publication is devoted to listings of events, courses and services, yet this 

very focus is essential to the editorial perception of the paper as a 

source for networking information and is the essential function of free 

newspapers in the web of New Age spiritualities. 

An analysis of the sites adopted for distribution reveals several important 

features about the way free newspapers function as nodes in the web Of 

New Age spiritualities. The sites can be divided into a number of distinct 

categories, although it will be clear that there are significant connections 

between many of them, for example between the category of health and 
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medical centres and that of health food shops -a holism which 

accurately reflects both the worldview of New Age spiritualities and the 

paradigm of the web. A further relational link exists between the content 

of editorial and features in the magazine and the ethos of the distribution 

sites. Merely operating as a site for distribution does not of course lead 

to the conclusion that these sites advocate the content of the magazine. 

However, while site leaders may disavow support for editorial content, 

they elect to take the paper and provide a service for employees, clients, 

patients or customers by so doing. If editorial content was considered 

opprobrious the sites could simply choose not to act as distribution 

centres. There is then an implicit acceptance of The Spark's content, 

though this may range from a bare acceptance to a more explicit 

commendation of the paper's perspective. 

There are a number of ways to categorise the distribution centres that 

provide a base from which individuals may obtain The Spark., education; 

ethical businesses; health food stores; medical centres and alternative 

therapies; networking centres; major local businesses; religious centres. 

The seven areas outlined here serve to indicate the main fields of 

activity to which The Spark is connected. These areas are themselves 

other nodes in the wider web of New Age spiritualities, and they have 

their own webs of interlinking networks extending far beyond the rubric 

of those interested in spirituality. The first category, listed above, is 

education. The most significant education centres acting as sites are the 

state funded systems in the South West: University of the West of 
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England, University of Bristol School of Education, and Soundwell 

College. These represent large distribution centres but could not be 

considered as explicitly supporting The Spark except that, at some level, 

a decision has been taken that The Spark correlates with the interests of 

some elements of the education community, staff and students. There 

are, however, educational centres with direct links to the values of The 

Spark which are privately funded, such as the Waldorf School and the 

Small School. The former is based on the principles of Rudolf Steiner, 

whose anthroposophy, influenced by the Theosophical Society of 

Madame Blavatsky and Annie Besant, has been a key influence on New 

Age spiritualities (Tingay, 2000; Heelas, 1996: 44-5). The latter is in part r%v 

influenced by Steiner and also by E. F. Schumacher's concept of "small 

is beautiful" which, again, is an important thread influencing many New 

Age spiritualities (Ferguson, 1980: 356-7; Campbell and Brennan, 1994: 

196; Appendix B). 

A more direct area of explicit approbation for The Spark where the circle 

of support is also more mutual is that of ethical businesses. 

Organisations such as Bishopston Trading Company, Radford Mill Farm 

Shop and the Soil Association are all founded on ecological principles 

that are informed by spirituality. The close nature of their relationship to 

The Spark is a mutuality derived from their position as advertisers within 

the magazine and distributors of the magazine. Nevertheless, these 

businesses also extend beyond the boundaries of New Age spiritualities, 

as their customers and clients include many individuals who do not 

193 



engage with the New Age spiritualities. The links extending from one 

node in the web to other nodes are both weak and strong: there are 

strong links from The Spark to these ethical businesses, and both weak 

and strong links to the clients who use these businesses. 

A third area for distribution of the magazine are health food shops. 

These distribution points are, like the former group of businesses, run on 

ethical principles of non-violence, in that they reject exploitation on a 

human and planetary scale. They also function as significant network 

centres for other nodes in the web of New Age spiritualities. Notice 

boards are a common feature of these businesses and play an important 

part in the informal network of communication sustaining local 

community and national activities. The two key sales areas of health 

food shops are foodstuffs, often grown organically using environmentally 

friendly methods, and health supplements in the form of vitamins and a 

variety of remedies from herbal to homeopathic. Health food stores are 

thus linked with the fourth area of distribution utilised by The Spark, 

healing and therapy centres. 

The role of healing in the New Age spiritualities is integral to the notion 

of holism described by the tripartite concept of Mind, Body, Spirit. 

William Bloom devotes a significant proportion of readings in The New 

Age: An Anthology of Essential Writings (1991 - see also Hedges and 

Beckford, 2000) to medicine and healing which he defines as an element 

of New Science. The conception of being human in New Age healing 
I 
and therapy is holistic in the sense of encompassing all aspects of an 
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individual's life. Healing includes relationship with the world: "according 

to this worldview, matter, energy and consciousness are one continuum 

and, like the hologram, all aspects of the whole can be contained and 

enfolded in a single part" (Bloom, 1991: xvi). However, this conception is 

not the paradigm of all the healing centres from which The Spark is 

distributed. Alternative medical practices such as the Malmesbury 

Acupuncture Clinic undoubtedly share holistic concepts of healing with 

New Age spiritualities, though from the specific trajectory of Chinese 

medicine enculturated in Britain. However, allopathic paradigms of 

healing predominate in centres such as the Bristol Dental Clinic. 

Between these different systems lie organisations like the Bristol Cancer 

Help Centre which is one of the foremost centres in the UK for employing 

both allopathic and alternative models in the cure and amelioration of 

cancers. 

A fifth more amorphous category for distribution centres can be 

described as networking centres. These organisations have many roles 

in the community and may have business aims quite other than 

engagement with spirituality. Yet a certain aspect of their mode of 

operation relates to the web of New Age spiritualities as they accept The 

Spark and in several cases other related information on courses, events 

and advertisements about local holistic therapists. The nature of these 

networking centres range from the caf6 society of MudDock and 

Rainbow Caf6 in Bristol to local libraries, which are key resources for all 

community services and activities. Other important distribution sites 
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include major arts venues such as The Arnolfini and The Watershed 

which also have a correlate caf6 society of fringe or alternative members 

for whom engaging with the arts is a core element of spiritual expression 

(cf 5.2.3 on the role of creative arts in New Age spiritualities). Some 

networking centres have obviously less direct involvement with New Age 

spiritualities, yet their existence as distribution sites is indicative of the 

wide and general interest in the kinds of service promoted by The Spark. 

This group includes Bishopston Community Centre, the Deaf Centre, 

Kingsdown Sports Centre, Riverside Garden Centre and the Youth 

Hostel Association. Thus The Spark has a role as a local service, and 

the listings therein comprise a subset of the community services 

delivered to people in the South West of England. 

Major businesses and organisations in the south west of England 

comprise a further category of distribution sites. These organisations 

would not express explicit support for all the editorial content of The 

Spark and could not be considered focal elements in a study of New Age 

spiritualities. Yet for some, book shops like Waterstones, the interests of 

the New Age seekers form a significant part of their sales, while the 

activities of businesses related to New Age spiritualities are of 

undoubted significance to the Chamber of Commerce. Other 

organisations such as the BBC, HTV, Hewlett Packard and the Easton 

Business Centre, may only have a limited interest in the field of New Age 

spiritualities, but take The Spark in the interests of employees and to 

keep informed regarding the activities of the local community. 
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A final category for sites where individuals have easy access to The 

Spark are religious centres. Openings in Bath is an organisation 

specialising in hosting New Age courses. It was formed on the premise 

of disseminating information on New Age and motivating local 

individuals towards a more spiritual worldview through workshops and 

seminars. The Friends Meeting House, which acts as another 

distribution site, hosts many diverse religious groups and has historically 

been a centre for alternative perspectives on religion and society. The 

Maltreya Dharma Centre in Glastonbury is another site which again 

indicates the parallel interests of many involved in the New Age 

spiritualities with eastern religions and Buddhism especially (Campbell, 

1999: 35-48; Chryssides, 1999: 312-314; Walter, 1993: 135). 

My purpose in this analysis of the distribution centres for The Spark is to 

exemplify further the notion of New Age spiritualities as socially engaged 

activities. That is, in tracing the route taken by The Spark's distribution, 

the practical and functional sources of New Age spiritualities are also 

discovered. These sources indicate social and ecological ideologies of 

direct personal action, and community level engagement with events and 

activities that are key elements of New Age spiritualities. A further 

consequence of this descriptive elucidation is Simply to map out the field 

of activities and interests that may be conceived as within the set of New 

Age spiritualities as practices rather than belief systems. However, the 

map provided is specific to The Spark and is thus only applicable to the 

South West of England. It does not include non-local sites. Neither does 
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The Spark include advertisements for non-local organisations, which are 

significant elements of world-wide New Age spiritualities. There are no 

advertisements for example for the Findhorn Foundation in the north of 

Scotland or the Esalen Institute at Big Sur in California. Furthermore, 

neither can The Spark be said to include or represent all aspects of the 

web of New Age spiritualities; texts, for example, do not have a place in 

a listings paper, unless they are under review. 

But the notion of "representing" the New Age is anathema to editorial 

perceptions of The Spark. The same antipathy to being specifically 

associated or indeed only linked with New Age is true for the editors of 

Resurgence. Kindred Spirit, on the other hand, is self-avowedly 

committed to Mind, Body and Spirit, and editorial content promotes New 

Age thinking. A similar approbation for the term New Age is evident in 

South West Connection, particularly in terms of psychotherapy and 

healing techniques, as is clear in the initial mission statement to the 

publication: 

The Human Potential Movement covers a broad 
spectrum of activity that encourages personal 
development and natural/holistic therapies. 'THE 
CONNECTIONS' seek to reflect and stimulate that 
activity. (South West Connection, 57: 1) 

Yet each of the publications contain material which comes within the 

rubric of New Age spiritualities as they are defined in this thesis. The 

term "New Age", as we have seen, is viewed by many with suspicion, 

and even hostility. Often this is because of the media associations with 

New Age travellers (equally a misnomer as a generic category for many 
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travelling people). There is also a common perception of New Age as 

"hippy and dippy" - lacking intellectual substance, spiritual discipline, 

and replete with individuals focused on hedonism, or charlatans out to 

make a "quick buck" from the gullible. Given the currency of this 

perception of New Age, it should not be surprising that editors are 

decidedly wary about the existence of the term in their publications. The 

notion of "spirituality", on the other hand, does not (at this historical 

moment) carry such pejorative implications and is widely used by all 

publications cited. 

6.1.4 The &ark as Node in th 

it is possible to define seven significant strands in the relationships 

between The Spark as node and its place within the web: 

1. Its dispersal and diffusion: the relationship between 
the information provided by The Spark and the 
organisations willing to promote, by implication at least, 
that information; 

2. Its mission: the stated intentions and agenda of the 
editor; 

3. The links to the individuals described by the topline 
results, those who read and use the paper. 

4. An emphasis on practical issues; 

5. A focus on ecological and sustainable issues; 

6. A stress on transformation, human potential and 
healing; 

7. A concentration on community; 

The first and second strands have been discussed in the sections 

above, 6.1.2 and 6.1.3, while the third strand relating to individuals will 
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be examined in detail in the analysis of the qualitative data, in the 

second part of this chapter. The final four strands will form the subject of 

this section as they are focused on the content of the paper in terms of 

editorials, features and listings. 

It is not the purpose of this study to critique the house-style evident in 

The Spark, but it should be noted that the contrasting styles and 

registers of a free paper and an academic research paper have different 

histories and different audiences. The descriptive analyses of my 

research necessarily include source reference that will inevitably 

influence the tone and language employed in this section. So, for 

example, the features content of The Spark, issue 21, summer 2000, is 

listed on the front cover in these terms: 'Tell me about it - Spark guide to 

counselling and psychotherapy; Spark gets the hemp - The Cannabis 

controversy?; Urban misses - Cycling in the city; Sex, choc and 

toothbrushes - Readers wows; Write up your psyche - Graphology; The 

stile guide - The Spark guide to the great outdoors. " The vernacular style 

and use of linguistic puns is common in journalise, but The Spark's 

adoption of such techniques is not the focus of this analysis. 

Pragmatic solutions and practical guides are an essential theme in many 

sources for the New Age spiritualities. While many beliefs espoused by 

New Agers are ethereal and otherworldly, the praxis of these beliefs is 

frequently grounded in soil and society. Thus local events and local 

solutions form an important ideological structure within New Age 

spiritualities. The free newspaper is a source for gaining information 
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about practical, sustainable initiatives in the local community as well as 

a networking source for gaining access into specific areas of the 

community. The model for gaining access and more information 

employed by The Spark is the insertion of uffi'd' ("for further 

information"), listing addresses, websites, phone numbers and e-mail 

addresses for related relevant sources, following each article and 

review. In this way the paper works as a hub or node of a highly 

complex, polymorphous web. 

Each of the four strands - practical issues, ecological and sustainable 

issues, transformation, human potential and healing, and community 

issues - is supported by a wide range of listings within the directory. The 

activities and services offered are the subject of the features articles, 

which are personal accounts of the services offered rather than rigorous 

analyses of the validity or viability of them. Thus "Analyse this" on 

counselling (issue 21: 8-9), offers an overview of the variety of 

counselling and psychotherapeutic techniques and an abbreviated plan 

for a would-be trainee. The main material for the article is derived from 

interviews with local practitioners and trainees who provide a short gloss 

on each area considered. Web and network structure predominates, 

providing a context for the article with the extensive ffi list focusing on 

local organisations, advertisements for psychotherapies and courses on 

counselling framing the article. The reader is enjoined to "check out our 

extensive counselling listings" in the directory. Indeed the directory's 

longest listings relate to transformation, human potential, and healing, a 
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fact which is in accord with other listings (cf Kate Brady and Mike 

Considine's comprehensive text, Holistic London, 1990, over half of 

which is dedicated to "psychotherapy and body therapies", and William 

Bloom's The New Age, 1991, one third of which is composed of 

selections related to healing and human potential). 

The relationship between healing, psychotherapy and transformation is a 

core theme in Marilyn Ferguson's notion of a New Age paradigm: 

For many Aquarian Conspirators, an involvement in 
health care was a major stimulus to transformation. Just 
as the search for self becomes a search for health, so 
the pursuit of health can lead to greater self-awareness. 
All wholeness is the same. The proliferating holistic 
health centres and networks have drawn many into the 
consciousness movement. (1980: 257-8) 

This thesis seems to be supported by The Spark directory's emphasis on 

complementary and natural health clinics and practitioners, which range 

from acupuncture and craniosacral therapy to rebirthing, Thai massage 

and Zero balancing. The content of the advertisements explicitly 

connects psychological well-being and process with physical healing. 

So, for example, Zero balancing proclaims, " using finger pressure and 

held stretches ... ZB provides a point of stillness around which the body 

can relax, giving the person the opportunity to let go of unease and pain, 

experiencing a new level of integration" (The Spark, 21: 24). Research 

into the role of healing within New Age spiritualities equally supports the 

general hypothesis of the significance of psychotherapeutic practices 

and healing techniques in the holistic perception of personal 
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transformation prevalent amongst New Agers (Abanese, 1992; Rose, 

1996; Hedges and Beckford, 2000). 

A further link between the four strands connecting The Spark to the web 

of New Age spiritualities is between psychotechnologies and ecology. 

Fritjof Capra expresses the relationship in this way: 

The link between ecology and psychology that is 
established by the concept of the ecological self has 
recently been explored by several authors. Deep 
ecologist Joanna Macy writes about "the greening of 
the self", philosopher Warwick Fox has coined the term 
"transpersonal ecology", and cultural historian 
Theodore Roszak the term "ecopsychology" to express 
the deep connection between these two fields, which 
until very recently were completely separate. (Capra, 
1997: 12) 

The holistic philosophy of many New Age spiritualities necessitates such 

a dynamic integration. Moreover, the extended concept of Self adopted 

by New Age spiritualities is more than the metaphysical vedantic 

conception of the identity of atman with brahman, it is also a physical 

panentheism. Thus we may say that philosophically the New Age idea of 

Self has roots both in the metaphysics of Hinduism and in the 

metaphysics of western philosophers. Cartesian mind-body dualism 

underlies much of the post-enlightenment scientific project, especially in 

the biological and medical sciences. Dualistic empiricism stands, often 

as a "straw man", in opposition to the holism of alternative and 

complementary healing. Entwined with the colonising ideology of 

technological applications, in which matter is conceived as a tool for 

human ingenuity, the mind-body dualism, from the perspective of deep 
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ecologists, has separated the human community from its relationships 

with the community of the natural world. The integrative notion of the 

holistic transpersonal self has both a spiritual and a material identity with 

its source, the world. It is in part for this reason that James LovelocWs 

Gaia hypothesis has such considerable resonance in New Age 

spiritualities. 

The Spark directory emphasises this link with listings on ecological and 

sustainable issues alongside those of personal development and health. 

Organic products and health foods are aimed at the same market as 

spiritual techniques for self -development where the concern for 

environmental issues is as significant as personal health. The Bay Tree 

offers organic foods, herbal and homeopathic remedies and allergy 

testing; the Better Food Company claims in their advertisement that 

"every time you buy organic food you are making an active contribution 

to your own health and the future health of our countryside"; Rubbish 

Revolution exhorts readers with the phrase, "go on, be a rotter" in order 

to promote compost bins which help the local community by saving on 

landfill sites and disposal costs and cutting pollution. 

While many individuals do not take an active role in all parts of the web 

they encounter through The Spark, there is a substantive basis for the 

claim that many do take a positive interest in various strands connecting 

to other parts of the web. The relational network and ethos of this free 

paper makes links between the multifarious modes that constitute the 

New Age spiritualities. Many of the practices, businesses and 
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organisations that advertise in The Spark are themselves nodes of 

localised webs. Functioning as webs they also make connections 

between the focal strands of a practical response to ecological and 

sustainable issues, and the praxis of transformation, human potential 

and healing techniques in a local community context. 

6.2 READERS OF THE SPARK 

6.2.1 Individual Pgthwgys in thp, Wpb 

it is one of the central claims of this thesis that New Age spiritualities are 

best conceived in terms of a weblike network, that there are structural 

nodes which interlink multiple connecting threads, thus giving the image 

of the web. It is a further claim that each node is a web in its own right 

with manifold strands feeding out to other webs, thus giving the image of 

webs within webs. It is also claimed in this thesis that many descriptions 

of New Age spiritualities lack the dynamism inherent in the practice of 

spirituality by focusing too keenly on either doctrine or structural themes 

related to social organisation. The dynamic element of the web model Is 

found in the shifting histories of the nodes, which include doctrinal and 

structural change, and in the ever-shifting threads connecting webs. The 

threads are created by the diverse practices and doctrines of individuals 

whose personal pathways form their own unique webs. One individual 

may weave many threads, as Eileen Barker has described a putative 

New Ager who "hops" between different practices: 
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It would not be impossible for committed seekers in 
California, Amsterdam or Highgate to spend twenty 
minutes in Transcendental Meditation each morning 
before embarking on their Tai Chi, then going on to 
attend a channeling session on Monday, to meet with 
their co-counsellor on Tuesday, have an AJexander 
lesson on Wednesday, watch an Osho video on 
Thursday and participate in a Forum seminar 
throughout the weekend. Two months later one might 
find them chanting "Hare Krishna", "Orn Shanti" or, 
perhaps, "Nam Myoho Renge Ky6% (1999: 17) 

The biographical information gained through the questionnaires and 

particularly the interviews from a selection of The Spark readers 

provides detail on the way the threads linking the webs are constructed 

(though none are quite such 'Workshop butterflies" as Barker's pastiche 

might suggest). 

There are specific methodological difficulties in constituting a typological 

web of an individual's spiritual beliefs and practices. Unless the 

researcher is willing to predetermine the results of an interview by filling 

in boxes, to "cookie-mold" data, as Joseph Campbell criticised Jung in 

his use of empirical information, the interview process yields amorphous 

results for which generic categories can be too simplistic. Thus the two 

seven-fold models (above) describing the distribution of The Spark and 

its place as a node in a wider web are only partially useful as congruent 

models for the webs made by individuals. To maintain the authenticity of 

qualitative research and retain the value, which is also an ideology, of 

representing the particular and individual pathways of the research 

group, requires sensitivity to the specificities of biography. Nevertheless, 

there are themes within the personal stories that have sufficient 
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recurrence to draw an outline of spiritual belief and practice amongst my 

research sample. 

The first of these themes is the dichotomy, already defined in the 

questionnaire analysis, of formal and informal networks. The formal 

network is expressed in the institutional, organisational and public 

aspects of New Age groupings. In some ways the entire sample is 

connected to a formal element of the New Age spiritualities, for it was 

through an organisation that I was able to make contact with the 

individuals. However, there are many levels or degrees of engagement 

with the formal aspect of the New Age spiritualities. SS1.13, for example, 

had few links with formal groups and organisations of New Age 

spiritualities, while SS1.31 had been or was currently involved with 

groups as diverse as the Catholic Church, Unification Church, exegesis, 

psychology of Vision, Neuro-Linguistic Programming, and was, at the 

time of interview, an art therapy teacher. This then is a second salient 

feature of individual webs, the varying degrees of engagement with 

formal and non-formal aspects of New Age spiritualities. 

A third theme of similarity amongst the researched group is the 

commonly held notion of degrees of spirituality. Personal biography, for 

most, is a "pilgrim's progress" from darkness to light, from impurity to 

purity. It is interesting to note that this represents a personal ideology 

and there is not necessarily a correlate belief that all humans are 

involved in this journey. The perspective of "degrees" of spirituality 

seems to include the view that there are people "outside the loop", for 
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whom spiritual experience and ideas are not important. These people 

are not, therefore, categorised in terms of spiritual attainment. This 

judgement is often applied only to those actively pursuing a spiritual 

path. 

Yet while there exist apparent absolutes regarding the essential nature 

of humanity, and the world as spiritual, the relativist trope remains an 

important ingredient in many biographical accounts. For at the same 

time as there are degrees of engagement and spiritual attainment, there 

are degrees of knowledge. The Kuhnian interpretation of a science 

which overwrites itself in successive revolutions and the Nietzschean 

death of God have undermined the claims of any field of human 

knowledge to absolute truth. Thus a common theme for those involved in 

New Age spiritualities is that of the partial truths of the religions. It is a 

significant feature, derived both from the questionnaire sample and the 

smaller interview sample that in terms of a doctrine or of knowledge in 

general, many individuals assert a relativist worldview. No single 

religious tradition or system of knowledge is considered conclusive. 

Grace Davie's analysis of Christian church membership in the UK (1994) 

led her to conclude that many of the population could be considered as 

"believing without belonging". But while many of the individuals involved 

with New Age networks are affiliated to and even active within a church 

community they are circumspect about defining themselves within a 

single religious tradition. Furthermore, their questioning of faith is 

different from doubt about the veracity of a single tradition; they accept 
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and reject parts of many faiths. Thus Davie's epithet requires 

amendment for these spiritual seekers: they belong, but they barely 

belong, and from a Christian perspective they also barely believe. 

A further aspect of the personal webs constructed by the interview 

sample is related to the idea of reflexivity. All those I interviewed were 

highly self-aware in the sense of their self-conscious selection of 

different religious beliefs. This self-awareness exists within a broad 

historical and cultural background that has focused on the idea of the 

self in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. The reflexive 

awareness of individuals in understanding their role within the world has 

considerable currency in academic investigations into identity, 

subjectivity, and the self. This awareness is evident in the modernists' 

questioning of tradition and understanding of the artist as both child of 

tradition and moulder of tradition. It is especially evident in the acute 

irony of postmodern art and self -ref erentiality of postmodern criticism (cf 

Harvey, 1990; Gellner, 1992). There are historical resonances in the 

Greek and Roman "techniques of the self" described by Foucault, though 

he differentiates their approaches from those of the New Agers. There 

are also elements of romantic perceptions of the self and the American 

enlightenment, evidenced for example in Walt Whitman's experience of 

"I" in Leaves of Grass. This is a crucial feature of the New Age 

spiritualities: a constructivist, pragmatist, individualist and historically 

situated, yet postmodern concern for the self, imbued with an eclectic 

209 



conception of the spiritual derived from nearly all of the world's religious 

traditions. 

A final theme is related to New Age spiritualities as practices of the self. 

It is the reification of praxis prior to doctrine, of experience over ideas. 

Throughout the sample interviews there are references to the 

inadequacies of doctrinal approaches to religion, while the value of 

experience as a basis for spiritual knowledge is prioritised. The notion of 

wisdom in the sense of accrued knowledge is not current in New Age 

spiritualities. The term "wisdom traditions" (a ubiquitous generic category 

to be found in many New Age writings) refers to religions that are 

translated into practical programmes of ecological stewardship with a 

panentheist understanding of spirituality. Practices are the paradigm of 

New Age spiritualities rather than beliefs and ideas. Indeed, beliefs are 

rather derogated as one interviewee explained regarding her view of the 

differing perspectives of religious traditions: I see it all as maps of the 

territory not the reality ... belief kind of implies a leap into not my 

experience ... a concept, an intellect thing" (SS1.31). The prime 

irnportance of "spirituality in everyday life" (which is another widespread 

and resonant phrase in New Age spiritualities) is the practical 

application of a spiritual understanding. Thus the same interviewee 

stated: 

I see a lot of "spiritual" equals flaky, airy-fairy. I hope 
I'm not like that. I think I'm a very down to earth 
practical woman who brings it into my everyday life and 
makes it work. Unless I can do it on the 36 bus with the 
horrible old driver or the student who makes me sick 
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because he smells so much, it's just so much jargon 
really. (SS1.31) 

§. 2.2 Pgr5onal Sl2iritVgHIjM 

Reaching the webs of interactions made by the interviewees required 

encountering their biographies. That is to say, discovering the links in 

the web required questions about how they made a connection with the 

wider web of New Age spiritualities that led them to the adoption of a 

particular belief or a specific practice. Individual anecdotal accounts are 

notoriously inaccurate in a factual sense - what is remembered now is a 

fragment of what happened then. Like Mary Daly's dazzling 

autobiography Outercourse reflection "moves in particular paths - not 

from "point to point, " but from Moment to Moment ... [it] is far from a 

, straight line' in the usual sense; it is not 'linear' but Spiralling. Its 

Moments are usually unpredictable" (1992: 2). 

These moments are weak foundations for a great theoretical structure. 

The partial accounts seem belittled by the grand themes of world 

economy and society which many pundits and scholars conceive as 

prefiguring individual choices and actions. When set against 

globalisation, commercialisation or commodification, personal choices 

appear to be merely products of these great movements. Yet from the 

perspective of personal narrative, what was chosen was not determined 

by impersonal external forces, but by individual decisions and unique 

circumstances. If, for my sample, there is a great spiralling from which 

biographical moments are chosen, it is a spiral of spiritual journey from 
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partial truth to full engagement achieved through practices of the self. It 

is, simply, another model by which the world is constructed. These 

discrete moments emerge from an implicit ontology that, in a 

Heidegerian sense, being is supported by Being. The grand or meta- 

narrative underpinning these spiritual seekers' biographies is spiritual: 

the material is interpolated by spirit; the world is interconnected and 

interpenetrated on material and spiritual dimensions; to be human is to 

be spiritual and to be connected with other spiritual beings. 

Thus one interviewee described her sense of the spiritual and her 

understanding of spiritual knowledge in terms of communication and 

connection: 

We're all on the same planet ... the diversity is 
enormous, but it comes from the same place - being a 
spiritual person. Firstly I'm here in order to make sense 
of why I'm here, and secondly part of that making sense 
is also being open to other people, communicating, 
supporting each other along the way. [Spiritually 
conscious people] are open to questioning things. They 
have a relationship to the form of their lives that is less 
rigid and addictive than others. They are more open to 
change and actively seek out ways in which the 
spiritual side of themselves can be both contacted as a 
resource and expressed and used creatively, in their 
personal lives or in the wider world. (SS1.14) 

There are many reasons why each one of the interview sample elected 

to welcome me into their homes and tell me stories about their lives 

which were of profound significance to themselves. Communication 

underlies most interviewees' acceptance of being interviewed, that Is, 

communication as part of the ideology of sharing (see above, 6.1), and 

communication as part of the practice of engagement with spiritual life 
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(much as discussion groups emerge as part of Christian church 

communities to investigate aspects of belief). There is a further element 

of the need for public endorsement. My research interest in their 

experience gave implicit approbation to their spiritual interests. There is 

also an element of narcissism. The only individual who exhibited dear 

self-interest from a psychological definition of narcissism provided little 

valuable information for the purposes of my research. He was eager to 

proclaim past experiences of talking on The People versus Jerry 

Sadowiczon television and on radio phone-ins; he was not interested in 

the purpose of the interview, and did not listen to my questions, 

responses or interjections. There is also a key element of each 

individual's private purposes in undertaking the interview, a motivation 

that often remained undisclosed, and may indeed have been unknown to 

the interviewee, embedded in his or her unconscious. 

By definition (they agreed to be interviewed) each of the interviewees 

was at a stage in their lives when talking about their personal spiritual 

journey to someone unknown had relevance and a meaning. Each of the 

sample was articulate about this journey, their past, because they had 

made a framework for understanding their lives. They were confident 

about their sense of self, an identity constructed by biographical 

narrative. The best example of this structured personal history emerged 

in the account of an interviewee who had been an atheist and an 

alcoholic, but through a series of events and processes became involved 

in New Age spiritualities. His story contains many of the key beliefs of 

213 



the New Age spiritual seekers and is worth outlining here, if only to 

empirically exemplify the theoretical themes examined in this chapter. 

However, though I may use parts of his narrative to support my theory 

with the notion that his life is indicative of generic themes, it is important 

to assert the unique and poly-faceted reality of each biography. A 

statistical commonplace is derived from multiple and specific emotional 

realities. I want to avoid Judith Stacey's poignant criticism (cited above, 

4.1.2) that the ethnographic mill "has a truly grinding power" (1991: 113) 

on the objects of its research. 

This interviewee, "Aled" (SS1.13), went to a boarding school from a 

young age, which perhaps explains why he was uncognisant of his 

parents' lives. "[1 was] shocked in later life to learn that they [his parents] 

were both Sunday school teachers". Aled defined himself as deaf to any 

religious idea, I grew up having no opinion whatsoever, it didn't impinge 

on my life at all ... I was very scientific in my outlook I suppose". The 

cultural background of limited involvement with the Christian church that 

is then overwritten by a scientific, secular perspective is a common 

experience in the late twentieth/early twenty-first centuries. It is 

indicative of the process of secularisation. It is equally a commonplace 

that a major personal trauma may lead an individual back to religious 

roots, as happened with Aed. "A specific incident led to an expansion of 

my consciousness of myself and my connection to the rest of humanity 

... before I was completely blind to it all. Deaf" (SS1 . 13). 
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Acoholism, a product of patriarchal excesses from childhood according 

to Aled, had come to blight his life. "My father was a dictator when I was 

a child. I was trapped, a powerless child. I never learnt to use my power 

[except] in rebellion and being anti-social". His alcohol dependency was 

a projection of this powerlessness into his adult life. But the 

dysfunctional relationships of his childhood were also projected onto his 

adult relationships. He was losing his wife and children while his 

business collapsed, - "driving home one night, fog, windy country lanes 

... I was losing it basically ... the pain of it all got so great I shouted, 'if 

there is a God you'd better help me now'. " Very quickly his life changed. 

joining Alcoholics Anonymous did not save his marriage, but he began a 

ten-year process, as he has come to understand it, to a spiritual view of 

his life. At first he, "went to the other extreme. Bible bashing God had 

saved me ... it took five years for me to move back from that position". 

The AA twelve-step programme was successful in overcoming 

alcoholism, "but if you weren't independent minded enough you'd get 

sucked into the rigidness of it all". Part of AJed's process, from his 

hindsight perspective, was to move from rigid rules to personal views 

and beliefs. I began to allow myself to have my own views rather than 

have somebody else impose their views on me ... So I began to gain a 

sense of me, who I was and what I thought of things". 

One facet of these new ideas was to question the patriarchal God - in 

Aled's words "the all-powerful father". Another aspect was uniting the 

two worlds of science and religion, so long disparate in his 
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understanding. This occurred when he began to read new physics texts, 

including Fritjof Capra's The Tao of Physics (1976) and The Tuming 

Point (1983). Other readings related to the world's religious traditions, 

"but in every one I saw a fundamental problem, 'we're right and you're 

wrong' ... that excludes people ... I was developing this personal 

spirituality which didn't fit in with these things. I mean it fitted with them 

all but not with any single one exclusively". A further experience 

significant in Aled's narrative was with a "small cultish nature lovers" 

group in Colorado. Having travelled to America with a friend, he camped 

for three months with this group that was led by a charismatic part 

American Indian leader who claimed to follow the Masters, a group of 

Tibetan Buddhist monks. Aled states he became disillusioned with the 

group because, amongst other reasons, the collective paranoia of the 

group about FBI spies was, to Aled, quite irrational. AJed's conclusion to 

his autobiographical account and about his beliefs reads like a mission 

statement for many individuals involved in New Age spiritualities: 

It sounds like a mish-mash and it is. It's like making big 
pot of soup, boil it all up and in the end you've got 
something gorgeous and you don't know how and you 
don't know why, it just is, you could never repeat the 
recipe .. It ended up with me having a sense of how 
everything was connected and how everything did 
make sense in a very paradoxical way ... AJI we can use 
is language, we can't express ourselves directly from 
our brains or from our hearts. Our words are 
inadequate to describe spirituality. When we try to use 
words it becomes too rigid ... its very personal, its me ... My beliefs are liquid. I have no rigid beliefs. - That is 
paradox. You can change your beliefs, why not? " 
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Yet despite all Aled's disclaimer's, there are beliefs, if only that one 

should not have beliefs. Like the eye that cannot see itself or the critical 

theory that declaims against the existence of meta- narratives, which is 

itself a meta-narrative: we cannot step outside language. We may 

recognise the system of significations and symbols which constitute a 

particular language-game, but we will always be working within an 

alternative language-game. The entirely relativist circularity of these 

linguistic philosophic analyses is, ironically, a historical strand in the 

pervasive understanding within the New Age spiritualities that signifiers 

such as beliefs are inadequate to comprehend the sign itself. From the 

perspective of the New Age spiritualities, the spiritual reality of the world 

is only truly understood through experience. 

The ebb and flow of experience is contained within the term "spirituality 

in every day life". The perception of New Age seekers is that spiritual 

experience interpolates all experience, at whatever level of engagement 

with the web network. The conscious recollection of spirituality is brought 

about by the practices of the self. These may be involvement at a formal 

event such as a workshop, informally in talking with friends, or simply 

being alone. The most frequently practised forms of recollecting 

spirituality in this sense are the self-devised rituals, meditations and 

contemplations of the New Age seeker. Atypically, for the research 

sample, Aed's practices did not include (at the time of interview) any 

specific rituals. He denied the utility of any ritual observances because 

he considered that "there is no formula that I can discover", though he 
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was active in New Age workshops, and he defined all within his close 

circle of friends as "like me" in their spiritual views. 

The self-devised rituals are as eclectic as the sources of religious beliefs 

amongst New Age spiritualities. While the overall set of practices often 

includes some involvement with organised religious ceremonies of the 

traditional religions, these events and experiences are a supplement to 

personal rituals. Some individuals from the sample were deeply 

antagonistic to organised religion. I walked through Bristol Cathedral 

when I came here twenty years ago. I energetically felt like I was walking 

through porridge. Which is probably my projection - it's like hospitals, the 

institutional reaction to it" (SS1.31). This individual had developed a 

variety of spiritual practices to find spirituality in every day life. Her 

perception of the spiritual was an ineffable "otherness that's within us". 

She practised a regular form of sitting meditation as well as following 

workbooks such as Julia Cameron's The Artist's Way (1992). 

I feel it's there ... I might see something in someone 
that is beautiful ... my way is to connect with that bliss 
through my meditation ... I want to touch that daily ... 
that otherness I get a feeling of in doing my artwork, 
creative visualisation and meditation ... I do about an 
hour and a half, but I'm flexible. (SS1.31) 

This individual also followed the teachings of Maharaji, whose Hindu 

derivative approach has a small following based in South East England. 

Along with these strands of practice and engagement with formal groups 

she develops personal and individual rituals, some that also include 

friends. Encountering the natural world as evidence of an underlying 
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spiritual reality is an important element of the spiritual for all religious 

traditions. So she has actively sought and created rituals which included: 

Nature, being by the ocean or in the woods, the trees at 
the end of my garden ... I do my rituals. I often 
celebrate the full moon by lighting candles in the 
garden, or the solstice in my own way. But I wouldn't 
want to be banging drums around the fire with a load of 
other people. I like to make it up. I do with friends ... I feel Celtic. I resonate with that and I resonate with the 
land ... It interests me to be pragmatic and I think the 
true mystics are very pragmatic people. They're living in 
the world but bringing spirit into it. So I see there could 
be a danger of becoming a workshop junkie. I always 
like to integrate and utilise what I've learnt. (SS1.31) 

Another interviewee provides an equally good example of the spiritual 

seeker who constructs a set of methods or practices to develop the self 

in connection with a deep spiritual awareness of the world. This 

individual had been brought up as a Catholic, but for most of her adult 

life practised Buddhism, especially as a member of the Friends of the 

Western Buddhist Order, along with "diversions into politics and 

feminism". At the time of interview she was not affiliated with a specific 

religious tradition, though she had a continued involvement with the 

Karuna Institute (a Buddhist psychotherapeutic organisation) and with a 

local Methodist church where she led a prayer session once a week and 

helped in the drop-in centre for homeless people. Her perspective on 

personal religious practices focused primarily on her psychotherapy peer 

group who "always sit and meditate together [which is] fairly informal and 

unstructured. " She also utilises a variety of daily methods to become 

aware of her spirituality - "I devise my own [practices] I'm very into art 

creativity. I use American Indian sacred path cards which are another 
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way of contacting or staying in contact with other dimensions of oneself" 

(SS1.14). But she also claims a deeper knowledge of the spiritual that is 

no longer dependent upon specific practices, "the older I get the more it 

seems as though it's just pervasive, the less it seems like something 

separate". 

A final example of the self-defined practices of the New Age spiritualities 

continues the theme of Native American wisdom as a seed for spiritual 

practice. It is a poignant expression of the simple difficulties of spiritual 

practice while it is also evinces the great open hope and personal faith 

shared by many within the New Age spiritualities. 

I have my own sort of few things that I do. A book called 
Native Wisdom for White Minds -a page a day, I read 
that every day. I was trying to sit every day but I gave 
that up. I've got a table in my bedroom which is like a 
kind of altar with crystal and josticks and candles and 
pictures of angels and things like that. That is my 
centrepoint of my bedroom and my bedroom is my 
haven. Every night I light candles and I sit and try to 
connect with my guardian angel or somebody, whoever 
wants to come in (SS1.24) 

These interviewees' descriptions of their spiritual paths indicate the 

significant "privatisation" of religious authority and practice amongst New 

Agers. There are a wide variety of expressions of these personal 

spiritual practices. In "Wandering Stars: Seekers and Gurus in the 

Modern World" (2000: 17-36) Steven Sutcliffe makes the minor, but 

telling mistake of focusing too much on gurus. Sutcliffe's application of 

Weber's charismatic religious leaders, "heroes" and religious "virtuosi" is 

an appropriate analysis of many spiritual leaders, authors, course 
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leaders and alternative media luminaries so widely prevalent in New Age 

spiritualities. Indeed there is room for Freudian-cum-Adlerian analyses 

of ego and power of certain sect and cult leaders, promoters and public 

advocates in NRMs and the New Age. However, the same analytical 

criteria are not equally valid in a study of the "seekers". In an excess of 

superlatives Sutcliffe more accurately defines the "hypersyncretic 

splicings of ideas and techniques" (18) and "hype recumenical ism" (19) 

as key foundations for seekers' broad amalgamations of practices and 

beliefs. But each seeker's syncretism and experience are unique 

phenomena not to be reduced to the generic concepts of charismatic 

virtuosi. Rather, the model of webs within webs better accounts for the 

individual differentiations of each seeker. Some webs are the work of 

virtuosi while others may be a tortured tangled mass of contradiction and 

conflict. In this way the web model allows the scholar to deny simplicity 

and affirm complexity. The descriptions that emerge with web 

methodology are multiple and reflect the genuine pluralism of the objects 

of study. 

Similar variations, between virtuosity and confused expressions of 

spirituality, exist across the many forms, and within the many nodes, of 

New Age spiritualities. Both "gurus" and "seekers" exhibit varying levels 

of clarity and confusion in the explanations of their beliefs and practices. 

These elements, amongst others, can be seen in the following chapter's 

examination of another specific node of New Age spiritualities, the 

psych otech nol ogy Psychology of Vision. 
t 
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CHAPTER 7 

PSYCHOLOGY OF VISION 

The very perfection that I'm aiming towards is to have 
understanding so it can all be done from the inside. 
That seems terribly lonely but it is the understanding 
that if this is happening to me it's also happening for 
everybody else, in quite a diff erent way from me ... it's 
no more or less valuable than what anybody else has 
found. (SS2.7) 

I haven't pledged myself to any specific tradition, I don't 
feel that's my path at all. I've had a dilemma [whether] I 
should choose Mansukh [Patel], Chuck [Spezzano] or 
Jesus but I feel very recently I've stepped through that. 
In fact, it sounds a bit arrogant, my inner teacher, 
listening to all these other teachers has been to awaken 
my inner teacher. (SS2.16) 

Forgiveness changes our perception. When we see 
situations differently things actually are different for us, 
Basically, all healing has to do with changing our 
perception and seeing things in a new light. (Spezzano, 
1998: 4) 

7.1 THE PRINCIPLES OF PSYCHOLOGY OF VISION 

Qjj 7.1.1 Fgundatigns of PgMholQgV Qf Vi$L 

This chapter is concerned with a single aspect of the web of New Age 

spiritualities, its principles and architecture within the web. Psychology of 

Vision (henceforth, PoV) is based in Kaneohe, Hawaii, where it's two co- 

founders, Chuck and Lency Spezzano, live. However, there are a 

number of national organisations that carry out PoV seminars and serve 

as centres for PoV products. These include Canada, Japan, Taiwan, 

Switzerland, Germany, Austria and the UK. The main PoV centre, 
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outside Hawaii, is Psychology of Vision UK Ltd which has its offices in 

Pewsey, Wiltshire. PoV provides a useful example of how a web is 

located in a specific area and the way the web extends across local and 

national boundaries. Because PoV advertises nationally participants of 

their courses come from many areas of the country. My questionnaire 

sample therefore includes respondents outside the South West of 

England. However, in order to maintain the specific reference to the 

particular geographical locality, I selected interviewees who were 

resident in the South West. 

PoV is a significant node in the current phenomenology of the New Age 

in the UK It is, however, problematic to quantify the size and influence 

of any organisation that depends upon a basis of public support with 

varying levels of engagement and activity (cf Barker's analysis of NRMs 

incidence and significance, 1999: 15-31). Nevertheless, we may define 

PoVs significance in part by the diffusion of resources it publishes and 

the multiplicity of courses it offers, as explained below. PoV defines a 

particular model of psychology and spirituality. The key foundations for 

the dissemination of this model are workshops, seminars and books 

written by its founders Chuck and Lency Spezzano. 

In this section it is not the purpose to extrapolate generalisations that 

pertain to other nodes in the web. The description and analysis here 

serve to illustrate the unique location and functions of one node in the 

web. The corollary consequence of providing foundations for a detailed 

study into one of the psychotechnologies also begins to remedy a lacuna 
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in research into New Age phenomena by offering a structural analysis of 

the core principles and the material dimension of a specific organisation 

operating within New Age spiritual iti es. ' 

Marilyn Ferguson's term "psych otech n ol ogy" is a particularly apt 

construction for New Age psychology. 2 The New Age appropriation of 

Freudian psychology, a secular mental realm, reintegrates the Greek 

notion of psyche with its presupposition of mind as soul. The consequent 

conjunction of the model of a spiritual mind with the concept of a 

technique, or technology, brings an instrumental slant to the practices of 

New Age psychologies. These post-enlightenment resonances of an 

instrumental rationality in the psychotechnologies are also inflected by 

postmodernist perceptions of relative language games. It is a relativism 

that considers the practical and contextual functions of theories rather 

than their absolute claims to Truth. In accord with each of these 

instrumental and relativist themes influencing psychotechnologies in 

general, Chuck Spezzano, founder of PoV, emphasises fundamental 

1 This is not to say that there has been no research In this area. Paul Heelas 
researched extensively into the Programmes Group Ltd and the effects of exegesis 
training (based on similar psychological principles as PoV) in the 1980's (Heelas, 1996: 
183-6). Glenn Rupert also offers a less detailed but useful overview of est, Lifespring 
and Insight among other, especially American, training seminars (1992: 127-135). For a 
fuller list of scholarly investigations see York (1995: 12-13; 19-20). For a 
comprehensive list of business-oriented psychotechnologies see Heelas (1999). 
2 Psychotechnologies are commonly defined as part of the human potential movement 
(Puttick, 2000; Heelas, 1996). The problematic of defining Human Potential as a 
movement are similar to those of a New Age Movement - what are the boundaries of 
this movement? who self-defines as a part of the movement? How does such a 
delineation account for impact and influence outside these boundaries? Human 
Potential, however, does not carry such pejorative Implications In popular 
consciousness as New Age, though its currency as a meaningful concept outside 
Alternative or New Age groups is more circumscribed. Psychotechnological 
practitioners might therefore be willing to accept that they are working with human 
potential, but be wary about the cultic suggestions inherent In the notion of being part of 
a movement. 
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psychological principles, spirituality, his own pedigree of psychological 

practice, and practical techniques rather than Truth. In If it Hurts it isn't 

Love (1 998a) Spezzano claims, 

This book is a collection of principles that heal. They 
are based on what has worked for me personally as a 
therapist since 1971, with over 11 years of these spent 
as a marriage counsellor... 

This work is unabashedly spiritual. Spirituality is what I 
have found to be an essential part of the human mind 
and experience by whatever name it is called. (1998a: 
xiii) 

In Blockbusting (1998b) Spezzano states that "the answers in this book 

are not theoretical; they are practical, a part and parcel of this therapists 

toolbox. They are effective" (7). While in Wholeheartedness (2000) he is 

yet more forthright, 

I have been in the frontline trenches of therapy, and I 
do not particularly care about the niceties of theory ... I 
am practical. If it doesn't work, it doesn't matter, 
regardless of how pretty the concept ... The methods 
and techniques have worked for me and they have 
worked for many others ... There are other ways, I am 
sure. (2000: 18) 

The "other ways" he has defined elsewhere in these terms: "psychology 

is the fastest of the slow ways ... Much faster than psychology are grace 

and miracles, which are always available to us" (1998b: 16). Both 

notions of grace and miracles clearly indicate the influences of 

Christianity and the Course in Miracles that underlie PoV prinbiples. 
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7.1.2 PgV's Model gf Psychology and Couajg_lH_n_g 

Most of Spezzano's publications are structured as workbooks. Practical 

process is evidently the keystone of PoV. On one level this pragmatic 

aspect of the psychotechnologies has been characterised, by popular 

perceptions of psychology, as a form of simplistic navel-gazing. The MP 

Nicholas Soames (grandson of Winston Churchill) expostulated in 1996 

that: 

This terrible counselling thing has grown up in Britain. 
Whatever you do wrong it's somebody else's fault, or 
your mother hit you. I think that's all balls. It's ghastly 
political correctness. People need to pull themselves 
together. I'm not a great believer in blubbing in your 
tent. I do get melancholy now and again, but you go to 
bed, sleep well and wake up pawing the ground like a 
horse in the morning. (Daily Mail, 1996, quoted in 
Puttick, 2000: 201) 

On another level the emphasis on practice without reflection is open to 

oft-made criticisms about superficiality and anti-intellectualism. However, 

both perspectives, of being politically correct and superficial, are subject 

to the Foucauldian discourse analysis that questions: what are the 

practices of reason, and therefore power, which serve either the reaction 

to "political correctness" or presume the necessity of intellectual depth 

before practice is efficacious? While I do not reject the validity of 

criticism and concept analysis, the comparative perspective of religious 

studies, espoused especially by Ninian Smart, requires valorisation of all 

worldviews as having internal validity. Scholarly analysis, which emerges 

from discourses of the intellect, must be subtle in its attempt to describe 
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performative worldviews that do not operate in the rarefied atmosphere 

of the wholly intellectual. 

Nevertheless, psychotechnologies such as PoV are as much theoretical 

constructions as practical programmes. They are products of the 

historical processes that led to the post-enlightenment paradigm of 

reason before faith and postmodern debates about the politically correct. 

Moreover the psychological wing of human potential partakes of 

Freudian rationality especially, which justifies vigorous rational 

investigation. However, the history of the study of religions has always 

required an equal sensitivity to non-rational realms when considering the 

whole worldview of religious traditions. The same perspective is required 

in the analysis of PoV, psychotechnologies, human potential and New 

Age spiritualities in the broadest sense. It is a simplistic and superficial 

analysis that disregards spiritual or otherworldly elements on the basis 

of a purely rational incoherence. As Foucault would admit, the criteria for 

a reasonable worldview are subject to the vicissitudes of history and 

culture. 

At the same time as deconstructing discourses to the modes and 

interests of power Foucault's "positionless critique" critiques all 

positions, including, in this case, the psychotechnologies. One might 

equally employ Foucauldian analysis to the criticised as much as to the 

critics. Specifically we can ask, what discourse does this praxis-oriented 

psych o-s pi ritual ity serve? And if we are to probe the operations of the 

psych otechn ol ogi es further, we can use the very mode of discourse 
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upon which they have their foundations, namely psychology. For 

psychoanalysis is often the most trenchant critic of both its children and 

its parents: Freud has been challenged by Klein, Klein by Lacan, and 

Lacan by Irigaray. In just this way PoV criticises and is criticised by 

alternative psychoanalytic models. PoV follows Maslow and Grof in 

going beyond personal psychoanalysis and psychotherapy to trans- 

personal psychology, but is, at the same time, subject to the Freudian 

critique of narcissism. 

However, there is a pertinent question, beyond rhetorical technique, as 

yet unanswered in the foregoing; what discourse does PoV serve? The 

response can be framed in this way: PoV functions, as do all webs, in 

several systems. PoV can be defined as operating within three distinct 

yet interlinked discourses: psychology, New Age spiritualities, and 

postmodern epistemology. The psychological concepts clearly derive 

from the history of psychology, while the focus on person-centred 

spirituality links PoV to New Age spiritualities. But there is another 

cultural discourse that dictates the zeitgeist of current social theory, and 

provides an armature for many postmodern worldviews, from secular 

humanist perspectives to New Age spiritualities. This discourse is 

epistemological and can be simply described as the paradigm of the 

social construction of reality. In the history of modern sociological theory 

on religion it emerges in Peter Berger's The Sacred Canopy: Elements 

of a Sociological Themy of Religion (1967). According to Berger, 

religions provide canopies of meaning which, like any other worldview, 
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construct social reality. Although, as Robert Wuthnow has pointed out, 

"Berger's characterisation may have more to do with our own experience 

in contemporary western society than it does with the way things have to 

be or the way things have always been" (1992: 15), this simple 

conception has become a trope of postmodern thinking. 

it is of course true that the world of Maya or illusion that is constructed 

by humans and needs to be deconstructed to discover the true unitive 

reality has a long history in East Asian philosophies. And it is equally 

true that the insight of a world constructed by the human mind fed into 

the epistemological perspective of the early period of human potential 

psychologies, particularly through the work of Aldous Huxley. Before 

Berger and Luckmann's sociological model of the human construction of 

reality the conceptual diaspora of eastern religious worldviews was 

influencing the nineteenth century American transcendental ists and the 

philosophy of New Thought. Emerson and Thoreau precede Huxley, who 

precedes the psychotechnologies, and all are predated by Vedanta from 

which the streams of the intellectual history of the human construction of 

reality return to a metaphorical Mount Kailash. The concept of the 

human role in constructing reality is like a giant sequoia with ancient 

inner rings which yet flourishes in the contemporary world. That is to 

say, the epistemological notion of the representational nature of human 

understanding of the world is as old as the earliest philosophical debates 

about how we can really know the world. The relativist epistemologies of 

modernity are merely a new formation of this old perception. 
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Huxley's influential The Perennial Philosophy (1946) was widely read at 

the Esalen Institute which itself was a foundation point for the 

psychotechnologies so prevalent in the late twentieth and early twenty- 

first centuries. Indeed it was his 1961 lecture series entitled "Human 

Potentialities" which provided the germ of George Leonard's study into 

Human Potential and informed Leonard's collaboration with Esalen co- 

3 founder Michael Murphy. Huxley, perhaps in more measured terms than 

Spezzano, emphasises the practical necessities of the perennial 

philosophy: his is not a work for theorists, "it contains but few extracts for 

the writings of professional men [sic] of letters and, though illustrating a 

philosophy, hardly anything from the professional philosophers" (1946: 

10). The reason for this, he avers, is simple: the perennial philosophy is 

concerned "with the one divine Reality" which is only apprehended by 

those who fulfil certain "drastic treatments". And "in regard to few 

professional philosophers and men of letters is there any evidence that 

they did very much in the way of fulfilling the necessary conditions of 

direct spiritual knowledge" (11). Huxley defines these necessary 

conditions as learnt human characteristics, to be "loving, pure in heart 

and poor in spirit" but his mystics, saints or prophets only gain their 

knowledge from experience; it is praxis prior to doctrine or theory. This Is 

3 Marilyn Ferguson describes Aldous Huxley's important role In the foundation of a 
Californian based 1940's version of the New Age. "The British author, living in Los 
Angeles, was the hub of a kind of pre-Aquarian conspiracy, an International network of 
intellectuals, artists and scientists interested In the notion of transcendence and 
transformation. They disseminated new ideas, supported each others efforts, and 
wondered whether anything would come of If (1987: 52). Ferguson also states that "in 
the 1950's and 1960's, Aldous Huxley ... was among those who encouraged Michael 
Murphy and Richard Price in their 1961 decision to open Esalen, the residential center 
In California's Big Sur area that helped midwife much of what came to be known as the 
human potential movemenf'(137). 
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the discourse in which PoV primarily has its life - the mystic knowledge 

of the Self gained through experience. 

Foucault would not be pleased with this analysis, as he would assert that 

practices, especially bodily practices such as those he investigated in 

his later works (see The Histoiy of Sexuality, Vol. 1 1978), are just as 

much subject to the discourses of power as theoretical discourses. 

Moreover, the analysis I have presented is a history of genesis and 

continuity, while his analyses seek to fragment and decentre. 

Nevertheless, Spezzano's PoV partakes of a number of worldviews, 

secular and religious, which are widespread in contemporary society that 

assume the world is in some way a refraction of the human mind. Yet the 

PoV perspective is not merely of a socially constructed reality, 

dependent upon the specificities of history and culture, for it equally 

asserts an a-historical spiritual reality that underlies human 

constructions. This spiritual reality is the realm of the Divine, from which 

the power of Grace emerges. 

Taking Course in Miracles, which especially emphasises, the constructive 

role of mind, as his inspiration has led Spezzano deeply into the self- 

constructed reality trope to the extent that mere intentionality is the 

source of healing and happiness. Thus, when explaining how to use If it 

Hurts it isn't Love, Spezzano writes: 

This book has been intentionally set UP to fit a 
synchronistic pattern. This means that if you opened 
the book to a certain page at random, or intuitively 
selected a certain number between one and 366 [the 
number of lessons in the book] you would find the 
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lesson that is most important for you now. It is uncanny 
how the key lesson, what we need to know and 
understand the most, is always selected. (1998: xv) 

It is quite clear that Spezzano means more than that the human mind 

places meaning on the objects it discovers before it. His position is not 

that choosing a reading at random may still help the individual, as 

he/she will make the reading pertinent. The PoV understanding of 

synchronicity is that the randomly chosen reading will actually be the 

right reading. This understanding is beyond the interpetive conception of 

human agency current in postmodern discourses, it is a magical 

worldview. As such it has some kinship with the divinatory practices of 

the / Ching and contemporary manifestations of paganism and witchcraft. 

Yet the language is resolutely that of psychotherapy, of healing and 

process. 

Another pertinent illustration of the PoV understanding of the 

relationship between mind and world occurred in the first PoV workshop 

I attended called "Relationship, Leadership and Purpose", held at a hotel 

in Devizes, Wiltshire, in October 1997. Two occasions will serve as 

examples of the way external events were described as direct 

consequences of subconscious intentions of individuals: One of the 

participants arrived late for the first session and apologised for the 

delay, stating traffic congestion to be the cause. The course leader 

responded that any delay was brought about by this individual, s own 

unwillingness to face the problem she had come to the workshop to 

remove. In the same vein, when a helicopter passed overhead drowning 
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out speech during an intense section of the workshop, which brought 

relieved mirth, the workshop leader again asserted this event had 

occurred in response to our collective wish to find some relief. Such 

simple cause and effect descriptions may appear risible to some 

outsiders. These events appear to indicate a literal interpretation, on 

both subconscious and conscious levels, of "ask and you shall receive", 

that prayer has substantive effects or that by dancing the rains will come. 

Spezzano defines the principle as "the inner and outer worlds are 

inextricably connected. The outer world is a reflection of the inner" 

(1998b: 17). Similar perspectives are common in the worldviews of 

traditional nature religions, but appear quite strange to the worldview of 

secular scientific rationality. 

7.1.3 Analysis of PoV Princigle 

One of the central principles of PoV events is that during workshops all 

occurrences and expressions are directly relevant to the psychological 

processes of all members of the workshop. The role of group mind has 

very practical consequences in the process of the workshop, for it 

engages all individuals in a common enterprise. It is a most pragmatic 

tenet for effectively bringing compassionate understanding between 

group members as the principle of interdependence is seen to work in 

practice. At the same time each individual's concentration remains at a 

high pitch, for if every aspect of the workshop is conceived as directly 

pertinent to personal issues, then every participant necessarily takes 

part in the proceedings, whether passively or actively. Yet the explicit 
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direction by course leaders regarding all their statements about group 

mind, synchronicity and even the model of human development and 

psychological process on which they base their teaching, is practical. 

The ideas are to be seen as techniques or a technology that achieves 

certain ends. Belief in the ideas is not necessary, merely the practical 

application is sufficient. Of course, this in itself is an ideological tenet. 

The presumption that perception and intent are the sole constituents of 

causality has evident beneficial and problematic consequences. While 

workshop participants may choose to change their lives, it is often 

because they have the time and financial security to take, and benefit 

from, alternative options. My personal experience at the events of which 

I was a participant, through informal conversation with other participants 

and formal research with the sample, indicate positive benefits of the 

PoV programme, at least in terms of individual responses. Thus one of 

the sample described her understanding of Positive change through 

consciously adapting her perception (a technique learnt from PoV 

workshops and a series of counselling sessions with PoV leader Jeff 

Allen), in these terms, 

I've found my answer and it's there and it's complete 
and it umbrellas everything. I've looked for it for a while 
and it's there ... there's everything stocked in the shop 
... It's to do with a principle that was proven in my 
existence ... I went to see [Jeff Alen] because I was so 
stuck. There were such high mountains, and it's 
ridiculous that there's this little alleyway through ... He 
gave me a theory to apply to my lifestyle that sounded 
like indoctrination ... but the fact that he said "don't 
believe me just experience it", as the months and years 
go by it becomes clearer to me that what he said was 
true. (SS2.7) 
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Yet the same options, to choose and change personal circumstances, 

are not so easily available to many of the world's population. The theory 

of outer world reflecting inner intentions does not seem to account for 

the merciless suffering and evil of oppression and poverty. From a 

political standpoint PoV seems to promote a Wind of fatalistic quietism. 

The related themes of narcissism and lack of social and political 

0 

engagement are recurrent criticisms of New Age ideologies (Bruce, 

1995,2000; Bro, 1993; MacRobert, 1988; "many who would call 

themselves New Agers are akin to churchgoers who are in it for the 

bingo and not for the worship", Clark, 1992: 97). However, as my 

research has shown, there is in fact a high level of social commitment 

amongst New Age spiritualities (cf chapter 5). Over 45% of my whole 

sample listed membership of "a pressure group or alternative political 

organisation" (question 23). This compares favourably with national 

figures. Considine and Ferguson cite a MORI poll measuring 

membership with environmental organisations and charities that shows 

my New Age sample to have a higher level of active engagement than 

the general populace. "MORI's research into green activism and 

consumerism reveals that ... 10% of us have joined an environmental 

group or charity" (1994: 157). However, it is significant to compare the 

PoV sample, 24% of which were members of political and environmental 

pressure groups, with 67% of The Spark sample. This last statistic 

seems to support a hypothesis that those actively engaged with the 

psychotechnologies are less concerned about social and political affairs, 

in the sense of direct action, than other webs of New Age spiritualities, 
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although PoV participants are still two and a half times more likely to be 

members of a pressure group than the wider population of the UK. 

A further criticism of PoV principles relates to what Stephen Clark has 

called "plasticity of belief". Clark's analysis of the history of the Findhorn 

Foundation leads him to assert that despite a myth of continuity the 

actual beliefs of the community "underwent change and reinterpretation". 

Clark concludes his research on Findhorn with a general, and 

unsubstantiated, statement about "the plastic quality of New Age beliefs 

and the remarkable agility with which individuals are able to modify their 

beliefs and assign new meaning to their experience" (1992: 104). It is a 

criticism akin to Karl Popper's devastating, at least in terms of scientific 

theory, critique of ideologies which self-refine over time. Popper's 

methodology of falsification overturned any verificationist approaches in 

scientific method, but he also applied falsification to Marxism and 

Freudian psychoanalysis. Neither of these ideologies, according to 

Popper, stood the rigorous tests of science and both were subject to 

adaptation, the plasticity of Clark, over time and as new theories 

emerged. " While PoV may not, at present, evidence a historical plasticity 

of beliefs, there is a considerable plasticity in the fatalist perspective that 

informs the basic principles of PoV. Simply put, we can extrapolate the 

next logical step from the PoV belief that changing perception changes 

the world, to the statement that failure to change the world is a failure to 

4 Paul Feyerabend, in Farewell to Reason, (1987) makes an equally devastating 
analysis of Poppers philosophical stance as a form of "trivializing knowledge* and what 
he calls "Popperian pidgin science" (162-191). 
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change perception or "blockbust" the problem. The circularity of such a 

position is clear: if we change, then it is because our intention, or 

purpose, is sufficiently strong; if we remain stuck and fail to change, it is 

because we remain blocked. It is an approach that seems to obliviate 

external agents. There is not much in this theory to help the starving in 

Eritrea as a result of drought or the wrongfully imprisoned black prisoner 

in the southern United States as a result of continued endemic racism. 

This solipsist tendency becomes all too evident in these principles of 

problem-solving: 

1. Any problem represents a conflict within our mind. 

Change our mind; change the world. 

3. Problems are the result of choices. We can make 
new choices. 

4. Every problem has a purpose. 

5. When the desire to heal or the willingness to move 
forward becomes stronger than the problem, the 
problem falls away. 

6. A problem represents a fear of the next step in our 
lives. Confidence for the next step represents the end 
of the problem. (Spezzano, 1998b: 21) 

From a philosophical perspective these six principles appear to be the 

foundations of a wholly solipsist worldview. From a political and social 

perspective they appear to represent a policy of laissez-faire. Yet there 

are other principles of equal importance within PoV that promote 

opposing positions of a communitarlan and pro-active worldview. 

The keystone of PoV is a psychology of relationships. The sub-heading 

for Spezzano's most successful book, If it Hurts it isn't Love, is "secrets 

237 



of successful relationships". For-the corollary PoV principle to self- 

healing is that of healing others in relationship. The sense of agency 

does include a world of others, even if they are sub-agents to individual 

process. Thus the synchronicity of inner and outer worlds is that as the 

individual heals personal relationship problems, so these problems are 

healed for the other in the relationship. 

Another cognate of personal healing is defined in the necessary, 

according to PoV, practical response to the principle of self-healing. 

Self-healing in practice is not simply an introverted process, but involves 

a praxis of giving to the other in the relationship. Spezzano defines this 

correspondence in the epithet, "when I wish to have a need fulfilled, I 

give the thing I feel I need" (1998a: 18). In this way the apparent 

narcissism of practices of the self can be seen instead as practices of 

interconnection. At the same time, what we may call the "principle of 

correspondence" asserts a compassionate worldview. PoV adapts the 

Freudian concept of projection, in the notion that "what we see in 

another is what we have projected, what we think we are" (11 998a: 133). 

our judgements of the other are, therefore, typically judgements about 

ourselves; and the same holds true for others' judgements about us. 

Recognising this correspondence, according to Spezzano, results in a 

growth of compassion as well as self -understanding. 

A corollary perspective, to the principle of correspondence, is the 

equality of all human beings in the universal human condition that each 

individual is the product of specific choices and experiences. Once 
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personal responsibility for these choices is taken, it follows, from a PoV 

perspective, that "as we realise that ... we are doing the best we can, we 

have understanding for ourselves and other people in the human 

condition" (1998a: 373). A final correlate, according to PoV, which 

represents the practical outcome of the PoV programme and the capping 

stone of the PoV model as psycho-spi ritual process, is the development 

of love. Spezzano defines this as an expression of spirituality that is both 

an internal learnt attribute of character and external practice of 

generosity: 

Love is giving everything while holding on to nothing ... In that love is the greatness of being. In that love is all 
vision and purpose in life. The love that we give opens 
us to a new level of feeling, and a new level of joy. 
(1998a: 408) 

In this way PoV contains a model which is "more than psychological 

repair' (Visions, 1999: 4), as it asserts spiritual principles and a method - 

for attaining spiritual goals. Undoubtedly my analysis of PoV principles, 

into areas Spezzano calls "niceties of theory", indicates lack of subtlety 

and shows PoV may tend toward a solipsist worldview. Yet for those who 

attend the workshops and buy the products, for the individuals in my 

research sample (both questionnaire and interview), there are equally 

undoubted perceived benefits to be derived from the programme. These 

benefits, according to PoV, can be easily achieved. The simple process 

of discovering subconscious decisions, usually made in childhood, which 

block an individual's freedom of expression and creativity, can be 

remedied by a conscious choice to amend the historical perception. 
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Spezzano uses an example from one of his workshops to illustrate how a 

perception leads to a decision that may aff ect an individual a whole 

lifetime. But, according to PoV, that decision can be re-made. 

I was working with a woman by the name of Mary, who 
was a seventy-five year old widow ... of how she felt 
that her mother didn't want her. It was the heartbreak of 
her life. 

I asked Mary, "If you were to know why you thought that 
it happened at the age of ... ?" 

'Ten, " she replied. 

I said, "If you were to know what was going on that you 
began to believe you weren't wanted ... ?" 

She said, "My mother scolded me very strongly. " 

I asked her if she'd ever scolded anyone in her life, and 
she laughed and said, "Yes. Quite a fewl" 

"Did that mean you didn't love them or like them? " I 
asked. 

"Oh no, " she replied, "it was always those closest to me 
that I scolded or complained to! " 

"What was going on with you when you scolded them? " 

She said, "The times I scolded the worst was when I 
was afraid for them. " 

So I asked, "When your mother scolded you so strongly 
was it that she didn't like you? Or was she afraid for 
you? " 

At my question, Mary began to weep with sorrow 
saying, "She likes me. She likes me. She was just afraid 
for me. Oh, all these years I thought she didn't want 
me. " 

I asked, "Can you let in all of her love now? " 

"Yes! Oh, Yes! " she cried. 

And so change, blessed change, had come to Mary, 
after 65 years of carrying the pain of misunderstanding. 
(1998b: 15-16) 
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The questions as to whether it was PoV who helped Mary, or whether 

another psychology would have been as effective, or indeed whether 

she already had begun to realise her misunderstanding, are perhaps 

useful, though impossible to answer. At the second workshop I attended, 

called "Living your Purpose" (Bristol, February 1999), PoV leader Jeff 

Allen stated that "nothing happens in a workshop that won't happen 

outside anyway, in this lifetime or another, it just happens faster in a 

workshop. " But one cannot deny the value of Mary's new understanding 

and decision about her relationship with her mother. Spezzano claims "it 

is not the experience that blocks us so much as the decision" (tape 

cassette two: The Joumey - no date given) These decisions have 

profound practical implications for individuals and consequently, 

according to the PoV model, for others in relationship with them. 

A number of concluding statements about the role of PoV in 

contemporary society and New Age spiritualities especially can be 

deduced from this preliminary analysis. The practical processes of 

psychotherapeutic practice have currency and validity in the broad 

stream of contemporary society. These practices have a particular 

significance in the penumbra of New Age spiritualities and the human 

potential movement. Indeed the psychology of human potential is a core 

web in the many webs comprising New Age spiritualities. The discourse 

that constitutes the New Age spiritualities is diffuse, but there are a 

number of hubs or nodes around which certain types of practices and 

concepts are focused. One web of these nodes is that of the 
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psychotechnologies, the area William Bloom refers to as "spiritual 

dynamics" (1991). The influence of a spiritual psychology of the mind is 

pervasive in a much broader cultural frame than the New Age 

spiritualities, but it has some roots in the history of human potential and 

New Age thinking. An important core to the psychotechnologies is that of 

a practice-based approach to healing. Many practitioners in this area are 

highly qualified in academic studies (Spezzano has a PhD in 

psychology), yet their principles are resolutely pragmatic prior to being 

dogmatic. A careful study of these practices necessarily requires going 

beyond an analysis of principles. It involves investigating just as much 

the ways in which individual psychotechnologies function and constitute 

themselves within the web and the effects on individual practitioners. 

The following section deals with these two aspects of PoV, its material 

dimension and the voices of workshop participants. 

7.2 PoV PRODUCTS AND PLACEMENT IN THE WEB 

7.2.1 PgV Training Course 

The main off ice for PoV UK is in Pewsey, Wiltshire. This off ice co- 

ordinates the events led by PoV trainers, bookings and publicity, as well 

as holding stores and distributing the many products produced by PoV. 

The section of the organisation that produces in-house materials, 

develops links with the media and publication by external agencies Is 

Vision Products, which is also based at Pewsey. It is from this office that 
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the websites for Vision Products and PoV are maintained. 

(www. visionproducts-ltd. com and www. psychology-of-vision-uk. co. uk). A 

magazine entitled Visions, listing events, advertising products and 

containing articles on PoV themes is produced in British Columbia, 

Canada. A further element of the PoV network is the establishment of 

funds to support specific programmes. The three funds, African, 

Canadian First Nation and HIV, are administered by PoV in order to 

subsidise participants at PoV events from the three respective cultural 

and health backgrounds. 

What follows is a more detailed descriptive analysis that considers the 

three major strands which emanate from PoV, linking it to the wider web 

of New Age spiritualities. These three strands are the courses, products 

and services and informal connections that form the inner structure of 

PoV as a node in the web. From each strand manifold filigree threads 

emerge, created by the pathways of individuals linking PoV to other 

nodes of New Age spiritualities. 

The courses offered by PoV are the central method for promoting the 

theory underlying PoV processes. It is at the workshops and seminars 

that participants learn the key elements of PoV principles" about human 

psychology, the processes of decision-making and healing. The focus of 

these courses is not, however, theoretical presentation, but practical 

- process. For each course is publicised as a means of healing specific 

problems. 
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Every lecture, foundation day and workshop gives you 
an opportunity to look at problems that have recurred in 
your life. To examine why you feel blocked in certain 
areas. 

You will learn a great deal about yourself, you will 
receive guidance and support. You may laugh, or you 
may cry, but above all you will develop towards your 
true potential. (Schedule of Events: Summer/Autumn 
1998) 

The titles of the workshops represent the themes that form the bases of 

PoV principles (outlined in the previous section). These course titles are 

indicative of the more general publicity style for contiguous 

psychotechnologies such as Lifespring and the Forum (formerly est) 

where the language is simple and direct, and what is offered is often 

presented as a complete solution to psychological problems. Typical 

course titles, taken from the 1999 calendar of events, include: "Living 

Your Purpose - from Confusion to Clarity", offered in Bristol and led by 

Jeff Allen; 'The Psychology of Love, Sex and Marriage", offered In 

London and led by Chuck Spezzano; "Happiness is the Best Revenge", 

offered in Bristol and led by Anne-Marie Woodall and again at the Mind, 

Body, Spirit Festival in London, led by Chuck Spezzano; "Relationships - 

Your Magic Mirror", offered in Cardiff and led by Jeff Allen. Of the 

twenty-one courses offered in the UK between February and November 

1999, nine were led by Jeff Allen, six by Chuck Spezzano and four by 

Anne-Marie Woodall (two did not have listed leaders). While the majority 

were held in different venues in London (nine), others were held In 

Bristol, Cardiff, Cornwall, Oxford and Glasgow. 
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PoV courses of this nature usually last one or two days. The question 

about the possibility of attaining the radical changes implied or explicitly 

stated in such a short space of time is paramount. The great difficulty 

both for the PoV leaders who support the possibility of such changes 

and critics who deny the validity of these claims, is that both positions 

are difficult to prove. The PoV leaders' basis for their claim is simply to 

experience a workshop, though they equally assert their own experience 

as evidence while also citing participant responses in publicity material. 

Thus, a flyer for a 2000 course led by Chuck Spezzano and Robert 

Holden, titled "The Heart of Success", includes the statement, "after the 

training, my life has begun to flow, the money situation has improved 

dramatically and the business is continuing to grow. My life is just getting 

better and better. Thanks" (1999 participant). Yet claims such as these 

are unproven in the sense of providing a necessary and evidential 

connection between PoV courses and subsequent success in business 

or future personal happiness. Equally, that PoV can lead to such results 

is impossible to disprove. Sceptics may claim the onus is upon PoV to 

provide necessary evidence. Yet the argument is moot because it 

depends upon criteria of what constitutes sufficient evidence. PoV 

leaders consider their own experience and anecdotal expressions 

enough evidence. They would also claim that the increasing numbers on 

their courses is due, to a large degree, to the informal network of word- 

of-mouth connections, which itself is sufficient substantiation of the 

efficacy of their practices. 
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There are further courses for the initiated and for individuals interested 

in becoming trainers of PoV. The first level of these training sessions is 

the ten-day trainings carried out in each of the main countries where 

PoV is established. The ten-day event in the UK is held in late 

September/early October at Salisbury. The training for October 2000, led 

by Chuck and his wife Lency Spezzano, was titled, 'The Heart of 

Sexuality and Relationships" and was a residential course costing 

P-1,600 (over one hundred participants signed up for this course). Similar 

courses are offered in Hawaii, three times in 2000 with tuition fees alone 

of $3,000 (US) dollars while a twenty-day workshop in November 1999 

cost $5,500 (US). For the truly committed PoV adherent there are three 

further stages of training. 

The first stage is the "100 Day International Training Programme" which 

involves, minimally, 30 days apprenticeship programme in Hawaii, sixty 

days at events or workshops led by either Chuck or Lency Spezzano, 

and ten days at other PoV seminars led by PoV trainers. Graduates of 

this programme receive a Certificate of Completion. The second level of 

training, which enables participants to adopt the title Psychology of 

Vision Trainer, is the Advanced Training Program. This programme is 

I ess clearly organised than the "100 Day Training". Participants are by 

invitation "because they are recognised as having the potential to be 

trainers of Psychology of Visidn" (Visions, 1999: 41). Advanced trainers 

have informed me in conversation that the training involves 60 days of 

specific events with Chuck and Lency Spezzano, but that graduation is 
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dependent not upon amassing credits but the perception by the 

Spezzanos that the trainer has an advanced understanding of PoV 

principles. There are currently eleven people on the Advanced Training 

Program from Canada, Japan, Switzerland and UK (Visions, 2000: 2). 

The third stage of PoV training is the recently (1999/2000) initiated 

Masters training programme, details of which are unavailable. Currently 

three PoV trainers are involved in the Masters programme: Jeff Allen 

(Britain), Jane Corcoran (Canada) and Hiromi Kurihara (Japan). 

7.2.2 PQV Prod 

The second major strand emanating from the PoV hub is the distribution 

of products. In the UK this is managed by Vision Products. The 

marketing of New Age spiritualities is intricately linked with the 

commodification of services in the post-industrial world. While important 

sections within the realm of New Age spiritualities explicitly reject 

capitalistic aggrandisement (Resurgence represents many for whom this 

is the case), others embrace material acquisition as part of a world- 

affirming spirituality. Of course there is a spectrum of responses to the 

necessities- of capitalist culture within New Age spiritualities, from 

outright rejection to committed support. 

The size of the potential market is of obvious importance for businesses 

operating in this field. It is difficult to quantify the extent of the market 

I though some attempts have been made. For example, the Holistic 

Maiketing Directory (Considine and Ferguson, 1994) emerged out of the 
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work of two contiguous organisations involved in marketing, publishing 

and services to New Age businesses, Brainwave and The Breakthrough 

Centre (founded 1988). In the Directory the authors seek to outline the 

size of the "New Consciousness" (a term they describe as "a slight 

improvement on New Age" - 155) market and provide directions for 

businesses that seek to work in this market. A key objective for 

Considine and Ferguson is a description of the "highly discriminating 

market" constituted by New Consciousness: "By definition, anything 

extreme dogmatic, abusive or cultish, that makes exaggerated claims, 

appeals to greed or flaunts conspicuous prosperity is no part of the New 

Age" (155). Their positive description takes this form: 

This discriminating New Consciousness Market is 
defined, in the best marketing tradition, by the needs of 
its customers. And what they need is information on 
what is happening, on new developments in thinking; 
they need support and services at many different 
levels; they need products to facilitate their lifestyle - 
recycled stationery, natural clothes, permaculture 
equipment, chakra candles, health products and objects 
of beauty; and above all else they need ways of coming 
together" (155) 

They estimate the size of the possible UK market at an improbable 45 

billion pounds. This is based upon an estimate of ten percent of the adult 

population "spending as little as F-10,000 per annum" (157). " The 

boundaries of such estimations seem to be dependent on the positive 

perspective of the estimator. Nevertheless, the existence of 

5 Considine and Ferguson mitigate their estimations with the valid rider that, *StaUsUcs 
are as yet hard to come by, and will remain so because so much of this trade goes 
through small suppliers who fall outside the net of HMSO Information gathering; also 
because small sub-groups are not measured" (1994: 157). 
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organisations in capitalist culture necessitates tapping a market. There 

is a significant market for New Age products, and New Age organisations 

such as PoV depend upon these financial necessities to exist. Considine 

and Ferguson's Directory is especially appropriate to PoV's marketing as 

a well used copy (the only marketing and business text present) is to be 

found on the shelf beside the Vision Products general manager's desk at 

Pewsey. 

PoV has a small section of the UK national market of those involved with 

New Age spiritualities. They have a database of 3,000 to which they 

send fliers for events and product information. As many of these 

mailshots will be to other centres interested New Age activities and 

households which may pass on information to friends through the wider 

web of connections, it is perhaps a moderate assumption to multiply the 

distribution of information by four to arrive at a distribution readership 

figure of 12,000. The year's gross turnover, between March 1998 and 

March 1999, for PoV UK was E237,688. However, this figure obviously 

does not represent the gross world turnover of PoV courses and 

products. It is likely that PoV Hawaii takes considerably greater receipts, 

though as a percentage of the enormous US market PoV remains a 

relatively small organisation. 

IIn the UK PoV only began to establish itself after Jeff Aflen began 

leading workshops in 1997. Since that time it has grown and PoV UK 

expect that gross turnover for 2000/2001 will be of a higher order than 

previous years. This seems inevitable given the 100 participants at the 
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UK 10 Day training in October 2000 at a cost of E1,600 each (even 

taking account of the many reduced rates for family members and those 

less able to afford the full rate). There were 27 workshops running in the 

year 2000, each for between one and ten days. The usual number of 

participants, according to PoV trainers and the Vision product manager, 

is between 20 and 40. This leads to the figure of between 800 and 1,000 

course participants in 2000. Some individuals will visit only one event, 

others may come to two or more during the course of a year. 

Apart from courses, PoV trainers offer personal counselling services 

which are conducted face-to-face, but might also be through e-mail or on 

the telephone. There are diverse spin-offs from the courses and services 

that include special programmes devised for groups or businesses that 

arrange individual courses. In 2000 Jeff Alen was contracted by the 

sailing boat Logica to provide PoV psychological techniques to support 

the crew in their training before leaving Southampton dock for a round- 

II the-world yacht race. He was subsequently contracted to run a course 

for the same crew at their first point of arrival in Boston, USA. 

PoV products are advertised on the web, in fliers and through a mail- 

order catalogue. The primary products, most widely available and read, 

are texts by Chuck Spezzano - though Vision Products also lists texts by 

Lency Spezzano, and Robert Holden, it also distributes Course in 

miracles. Two further modes of dissemination and product placement are 

tape and video cassettes. These are recorded either live from PoV 

courses and lectures or specific presentations on PoV principles made 
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for the purposes of these media. A video cassette indicative of the ways 

in which webs are interlinked between New Age organisations is 

Rainbow's End, which includes a trainers' training in Hawaii and Chuck 

Spezzano's visit to the Findhorn Foundation, thereby endorsing the 

contiguous webs of New Age spiritualities. Occasionally fliers distributed 

to the mail database include workshops led by other New Age therapists 

who may be supported by PoV leaders. Thus a workshop for September 

2000 led by Robyn Elizabeth Welch, who defines herself a "diagnostic 

medical intuitive practitioner", was endorsed in a PoV flier advertising 

PoV products and courses in this way: 

We are writing to introduce an extraordinary and 
powerful healer who we are supporting in the UK. We 
apologise for using your name in these exceptional 
circumstances for someone outside of the Psychology 
of Vision but we believe this teacher offers much to us 
all. (PoV events flier, September 2000) 

Support for alternative healing practitioners suggests POV UK and Vision 

Products are extending their business plan to act as a portal for other 

New Age events. 

7.2.3 Informal Webs of PQV 

The third strand linking PoV to the wider web of New Age spiritualities is 

shaped by the informal connections made by individuals involved in the 

organisation of PoV UK and participants Of POV courses. The 

development of a newsletter in September 2000 from an informal 

network of PoV workshop participants illustrates one manifestation of the 

increasing cohesiveness of some aspects of informal network groups. 
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The first newsletter of friends helping friends operates both as an 

information bulletin board and a network hub from which PoV workshop 

participants can extend network links. 

There has always been an unoff icial support network 
for Psychology of Vision UK but the aim of 'friends 
helping friends' is to expand and develop this network. 
Each contact is committed to providing a nucleus to 
focus the energy of the work. 

There is no formal structure and indeed what's on offer 
may vary greatly - some may invite you to a barbecue 
or dinner, others for a cup of tea and a chat, or perhaps 
to join a study group. Whatever's on offer, the 
underlying intention is the same - to provide support 
and encouragement on your healing journey (friends 
helping friends, 2000: 3). 

The emergence of diverse structures within a specific network indicates 

the evolutionary expansion of network hubs. This example of PoV gives 

a concrete basis for Manuel Castells' description of the modalities of the 

"network society": 

Networks are open structures, able to expand without 
limits, integrating new nodes as long as they are able to 
communicate within the network, namely as long as 
they share the same communication codes (for 
example, values or performance goals). A network- 
based social structure is a highly dynamic, open 
system, susceptible to innovating without threatening its 
balance. (1996: 470) 

Thus the web of PoV expands and has a morphology akin to the 

compute r-graphic of the mathematical Mandelbrot set. The colourful 

expressions and novel formulations of its unpredictable expansion are 

the products of the unquantifiable interests, experiences and skills of the 

multiple individuals who come into contact with POV through other webs. 

Given the existence of other networks, such as the world wide web or 
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closer web forms such as other psychotechnologies, it is possible to 

assert probabilities about the nature of the evolutionary growth of the 

informal PoV web. However, the success, in terms of material expansion, 

of PoV as an increasingly significant node in New Age spiritualities 

cannot be affirmed until history affords us the hindsight necessary to 

measure its evolutionary development. And it remains impossible to 

quantify the finite resonances of any web because of the complex 

infinitude of informal network connections and influences. 

7.3 INDIVIDUAL WEBS OF PoV PRACTITIONERS 

7.: 3.1 "SDreadina thp, 

Qualitative research is the most effective mode for gaining access to the 

informal networks. It is only through careful and sympathetic research 

techniques that the "outsider" researcher is able to discover "insider" 

perceptions. The organic nature of webs, that is the way they are 

constructed by the pathways of individuals, necessitates discovering 

insiders' perspectives. We may describe these pathways in a number of 

ways, but the essential narrative must be given by the voices of those 

making the journey. If we fail to represent the views of the researched 

community, we may fall foul of Geertz! s criticism of constructing 

"ingenuities" which bear little resemblance to the actual structure of the 

researched community (1973: 11). But all research has finite boundaries. 

The perimeter of my research into the participants of PoV workshops is 
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prescribed by limitations of time, finance, sample size, and geographic 

specificity. The voices of this sample are representative of a relatively 

small group - that is participants of PoV workshops in the South West of 

England between 1997 and 2000. Bearing these parameters in mind, we 

may proceed with some descriptions that are merely glimpses of the 

informal pathways of the individuals who include PoV as one node in 

their own webs of self-discovery. 

Those who agreed to interviews following completion of the 

questionnaire were often erudite and confident that their reflections on 

their own experiences had some value. They had uncovered or created 

a shape for their personal histories that resonated with their present 

understanding of what they had come to be. As one of the interviewees 

stated, 

[it's] quite simple really, just increasing understanding 
and understanding what my place is, my purpose is ... it's like Kierkegaard said, life has to be lived forwards 
and understood backwards ... understanding with some 
perspective. (SS2.5) 

The entire interview sample cited word-of-mouth communication as the 

key or a highly significant means for sharing information and ideas about 

spiritual ideas and events (question 35, questionnaire). The prior 

questions in the questionnaire (questions 30-34) were also related to the 

notion of communication and networks. Again interviewees' responses 

indicated a high level of commitment to sharing information and 

experiences gained through workshops with other people. On one level 

this was because "I can only fully understand things when I translate 

254 



them in communication with others" (SS2.7). On another level the 

importance of sharing ideas was defined in this way, "It's an expression 

of the interconnectedness of all things" (SS2.16). A core modality of the 

definition, and expansion, of the web is via informal, word-of-mouth 

communications. Underlying this medium is the self-conscious adoption 

of communication as an active means of developing personal 

spiritualities. 

Z. 3.2 Differing Comi2lexities of tbg_W_@-U 

Not all of the sample were so pro-active in the dissemination of ideas 

amongst the networks of friends and family. One interviewee suggested 

that because "it's a new thing for me", communication about his 

involvement with PoV and on more general spiritual matters was 

something he avoided. In response to the question "what you talk about 

with friends and family is not spiritual? " he stated: "No. It's quite a 

difficult thing. It's finding the language that is universal. I think It's 

something that everybody has to find for themselves" (SS2.6). For 

individuals such as SS2.6, the web he wove in the realms of religions 

andýspiritual organisations was circumscribed to a limited number of 

people and events. Very few of his close relationships were involved 

with this aspect of his interests. His biographical details marked a 

secular path away from his Chur ch of England upbringing. From the time 

--I got thrown out of Cheltenham College for filling the hymn books and 

Bibles with ink7 this interviewee had developed networks of an explicitly 

secular nature. His entry into New Age spiritualities was through PoV 
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and, at the time of interview, this was the only major connection he had 

with the manifold nodes within the wider web. 

Other interviewees had developed more diverse interests, marking out 

broader webs, of which PoV was just one part. For SS2.5 this was in part 

by default. He had become an alcoholic and under the auspices of 

Alcoholics Anonymous achieved, at the time of interview, sobriety. The 

'Twelve Step" method taught at AA meetings had provided him with a 

preliminary connection to New Age spiritualities oust as it had for 

interviewee SS1.13 from The Sparksample). 

What I was convinced about was the mindset of it all, I 
mean I keyed right into it. There's this prayer at the 
beginning, "Give me the serenity to accept the things I 
can't change, courage to change the things I can and 
wisdom to know the difference". That's an old 
hackneyed prayer, but I only really understood when I 
went to that group. (SS2.5) 

His network of friendships had become solely those for whom spirituality 

is, in William James's terms, a "live option": "All the people that I'm 

attracted to ... are contemplative and thoughtful and spiritual. Al of them, 

without exception. I don't spend any time with people who aren't 

prepared to look inward a bit". Yet his own web of relationships with New 

Age spiritualities was largely informal, with PoV representing the main 

formal node or organisation with which he was connected. 

Other interviewees and respondents to the questionnaire had evolved 

considerably larger webs linking them to New Age spiritualities. For 

SS2.3, PoV workshops were one amongst several workshops in which 
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she had participated. Other nodes with which she had become involved 

were Sri Chinmoy meditation sessions, Soul Creativity seminars and art 

workshops. A local (Bristol) group, which meets once a week convenes 

the art workshops, and according to the interviewee, deals with issues 

related to spirituality and "mother earth". Her web spreads, as many 

within New Age spiritualities claim, beyond material and measurable 

pathways to more ephemeral realms where the notion of connection 

retains a meaning on the level of spiritual energies. Thus she defines a 

sense of spiritual balance, "in this more expansive mode I see everyone 

as spiritual". From this position she claims, "I can catch glimmers of the 

spirit": 

Normally I have a little table or altar to help me, remind 
me to have a focus. I'll sit or light candles or offer 
something from nature that represents nurturing for me 
... shells, pictures, sometimes of people that I want to 
think of ... to remind me to key in, to tune in, to connect. 
(SS2.3) 

For many within New Age spiritualities in general, and specifically for 

some amongst the POV sample, the spiritual web of connections has a 

vitality and significance equal to webs within material realms. One 

interviewee's description of spiritual journey and the attributes of the 

spiritual person exemplifies this ephemeral mode of webs. From her 

perspective every interaction she has is included in a spiritual web of 

life: 

New Age ... seems like it's part of everyday life ... spirituality always has been ... it's our journey out of the 
mud up to the heavens ... some are more spiritual 
because they've had more reincarnations. [Spirituality 
is about] people who really want to help other people. 
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They have such a strong centre that they just endlessly 
give out and it seems to come from an inexhaustible 
supply ... so they end up forming groups where this can 
keep happening, where people can "plug in" ... I think 
service is a big part of it ... once that connection 
upwards is established it automatically turns into 
helping other people. 

My list of gurus is getting bigger and bigger ... you 
realise that everybody is there to help you and teach 
you. I have guides who come to me in dreams, who 
give me advice or who are leading the way. (SS2.16) 

Thus there are many layers to the interconnections which I have termed 

webs. There are evident material organisations and groups that interact 

with each other using recognised formal mediations through paper and 

electronic systems. There are equally less formal interconnections that 

are supported by word-of-mouth communications, webs that I have 

designated as informal. These connections are less clearly evident and 

are difficult to track in any quantitative sense. It is possible merely to 

provide "extracts" from the informal pathways which interlink nodes in 

these informal webs. For those within the New Age spiritualities, there 

are modes of connection which are just as concrete, though they are 

less easy to determine for the outsider. These modes are the spiritual 

threads that interconnect human persons with non-human persons or 

"guides". The spiritual and material realms are interpenetrating in this 

worldview. The web is then comprised by the relationship between 

individual psyches and a universal spirituality. But Of this further realm 

even the subtlest qualitative research can have little to say and, to 

paraphrase Wittgenstein, thereof one is necessarily silent. 
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PART IV 

CONCEPTUAL EVALUATIONS 
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CHAPTER8 

RE-EVALUATION OF SPIRITUALITIES IN THE NEW AGE 

AJI who research the New Age movement appear to 
agree on one issue: namely, that its diverse 
components make it extremely difficult to characterise 
in a final, decisive manner. (Paul Greer, 1995: 151) 

It sounds like a mish-mash, and it is. It's like making a 
big pot of soup - boil it. all up and in the end you've got 
something gorgeous. And you don't know how and you 
don't know why, it just is ... It ended up with me having 
a sense of how everything was connected and how 
everything did make sense in a very paradoxical way. 
(SS1.13) 

There is this arrogance that man has had in the 
twentieth century that says, "I can do anything and 
everything". And of course the very nature of that 
means that they must leave religion behind, that you've 
cut the last cord with religion ... Spirituality now says, "If 
you want to retie those cords you can, but you don't 
have to tie them to what was in the past, something that 
was destined to be corrupt and controlling" ... people 
don't want control now. (SS2.7) 

8.1 PERSPECTIVES ON THE NEW AGE 

8.1,1 Where Wpba_Q: i; ji2&tg 

Gordon Melton offers three reasons for the decline of the New Age 

Movement (1988: 51). The first is based on his understanding that there 

is a unified worldview of the New Age Movement. This worldview, 

according to Melton, is a synthesis of contemporary science and 

"traditional occult/metaphysical, teachings" (51). The problem, asserts 

Melton, is that "as science continues to change, the New Age synthesis 
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will simply fall apart" (51). The second feature of the dissolution of the 

New Age is that certain aspects of the movement have been more 

successful than others in retaining members, "taking the primary 

religious commitments of large segments of the movement away from the 

movement as a whole" (51). The consequence of this effect will be the 

development of "definite structured patterns" which will become "long- 

term religious institutions", while other elements will fall away and 

disappear. It seems clear that Melton is assuming (with some historical 

validity) the growth and emergence of aspects of a New Age religion 

along lines similar to that of other traditional religious groupings. He 

does not explicitly refer to the theory here, but a Weberian perspective 

on the development of sects and denominations is implied in his 

analysis. 

The problem with such deductive methods is, as Hume pointed out, 

simply that carrying out a procedure many times does not necessarily 

lead to the, conclusion that the same results will occur every time. 

Chu rch-sect-denomi nation typologies may not be wholly applicable to 

the New Age spiritualities. It is likely that the spiritualities of the New Age 

pertain not to historical models of religious institutions, but to strands In 

the history of ideas, which change according to their specific 

contemporary expression. The third reason Melton offers for the decline 

in the New Age Movement is the internal inconsistency created by 

welcoming "a large number of entrepreneurs" into the movement. These 

"product providers must enter the world of cut-throat competition, a world 
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wholly at odds with the co-operative, one-world ideal espoused by the 

movement" (51). The market mentality has, according to Melton 

"weakened the movement". 

But two questions are begged by this argument. The first is, what does 

Melton consider constitutes the "New Age Movement"? His description 

seems to assume a unified structure, albeit one he defines as a 

&'network7 (43), which is rather fixed in its identity. The assumption of a 

monolithic structure and the lack of dynamism are quite at odds with the 

fluctuating polymorphic collection of identities and networks I have 

defined as New Age spiritualities. The second question is, over what 

time period is the "disintegration" and "crumbling" of this movement 

going to occur? I have chosen Melton's analysis here to exemplify a 

particular perspective on the notion of a New Age Movement. The 

criteria by which scholars have categorised and conceptualised the New 

Age have their own historical contexts. The reflexivity of modernity 

perceives present conditions as historical structures, even as they are 

enacted. The corollary product of this reflective culture criticism Is the 

development of labels and categories for historical movements. The 

consequent problem, however, is that these categories become 

outmoded even as they achieve currency, and contemporary cultural 

history becomes a great churning of novelty concepts: modern to 

postmodern to post-postmodern; New Religious Movements to New New 

Religious Movements (cf Clarke's explanation of the differentiations 

between Japanese NRMs, 1999: 197ff). Yet the concept of a uniform 
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New Age Movement is no more than a synthetic category, especially if 

we apply it to the manifold phenomena of New Age spiritualities today. 

Perhaps it was no more than a cloak masking a massive diversity of 

beliefs and practices with a false unity, even when Melton wrote his 

"history" of the movement, thirteen years ago. 

We need, however, to recollect Arnold Toynbee's criterion for the 

authenticity of a religion, time. (1956: 296; cf chapter 1). Melton cites the 

key roots of the New Age as Movement from the 1960s. By his reckoning 

the New Age Movement is thirty-five years old - is this old enough to 

make a claim for Toynbee's authentic religion? Perhaps this is too short 

for the New Age to be compared with the histories of the major world 

religions. But Melton himself asserts "the New Age Movement has deep 

roots in Western culture" (35). It is a point taken up and developed at 

length by Wouter Hanegraaff in his consideration of New Age as a form 

of western "esotericism in the mirror of secular culture" (1996), that Is, a 

specific expression of esoteric traditions inflected by the contemporary 

,, cultic milieu". If the New Age phenomena are no longer best considered 

as a movement, how are they best described in their current form? 

it may be useful to consider the webs of New Age spiritualities in terms 

of Ilya Prigogine's theory of dissipative structures. The New Age 

spiritualities may not be subject to entropic collapse, nor consigned by 

Melton to the "dustbin of history", as Trotsky did to the Mensheviks. 

instead, the New Age spiritualities are an emergent structure In which 

internal instabilities bring about not collapse, but structures of a "higher 
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order'. That is to say it was, for a period, useful and accurate to describe 

a New Age Movement. There has been some dispersal of its existence 

as a concrete movement. But rather than disappearance, there have 

been transformations of the phenomena of the New Age. It is now more 

useful and accurate to describe them in terms of a set of spirituallities 

founded on diverse practices and linked by weblike networks, as a web 

of New Age spiritualities. 

Furthermore, it is likely that the term "New Age" has a distinct life-span 

as a meaningful phrase labelling a current form of religiosity. The 

contemporary specific meaning and use of "New Age" will pass into 

history. The term will become a historical flag for a discrete element of 

post-technological western culture. But that which it once described may 

not be so circumscribed by historical terminology. Arthur Lovejoy's 

recognition of a variety of ideas that could be bound up in their many 

adaptations, by a single theme, the. "great chain of being", is applicable 

to the concept of the philosophia perennis which underlies many New 

Age spiritualities. The mystical spirituality of the New Age spiritualities, 

which has both apophatic and cataphatic forms, could be conceived as a 

historical trace of the Philosophia perennis. That which truly dissipates 

and melts into air is the cultural specificity, the expression of the milieu. 

That which is solid is not static, it is a transformative solidity, temporally 

located in contemporary forms. The New Age spiritualities are then a 

relative manifestation Oust as is the phrase itself) of a more fundamental 

and a-historical relationship between human, natural and divine. Of 
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course, this last statement can only be putative, grounded as it is, in its 

own historically specific formulation. 

0.1.2 Ngrcissism and Consumg[ýi5m 

The combined criticisms of narcissism and consumerism as essential 

elements of New Age are evaluated here in two ways: first in terms of the 

cogency of the arguments adduced; second in terms of the evidence. My 

analysis shows that both arguments and evidence require re-evaluation. 

New Age spiritualities have developed in a post-technological world led 

by consumer-capitalism. This material fact influences the contemporary 

formations of these expressions of religiosity. A number of scholars of 

the New Age have related key elements of consumer-capitalism with 

certain features, which are perceived to-be central aspects, of New Age 

spiritualities. New Age spiritualities then become reflections of capital 

and societal processes and, to some extent, necessarily exhibit the 

essential functions of monetary and social exchange. 

Studies of the relationship between material conditions and religious 

formations are, however, by no means new. The first critical academic 

investigations into the relationship between capitalism and religion 

began in the twentieth century with Max Weber's The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904-5) and Troeltsch's Protestantism and 

progress (1912). Clearly Marx's earlier, nineteenth century analysis of 

industrial society and religion as, a historical tool of oppression, the 

result of alienation in a class society, implicates religion'with capital. Yet 
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the explicit relation and structured study of religious consciousness and 

principles, specifically Calvinism and English Puritanism, in relation to 

the genesis and current functions of capitalism is one of Weber's 

contributions to the sociology of religion. ' Following this insight, into the 

contiguous morphology of Protestantism and capitalism, the relationship 

between religions in general and their financial foundations has become 

a standard dimension of scholarly analysis, especially of the New Age. 

Paul Heelas' description of New Age as "spiritual materialism", (1996: 

30) and his study of "Prosperity and the New Age Movement: the 

Efficacy of Spiritual Economics" (1999) are two recent examples of this 

approach. 

It is a truism to recognise that all the religions operate within a capitalist 

world. It is equally obvious that these operations necessarily require 

professional services related to capital. From a local or diocesan level to 

international umbrella organisations the major world religions have a 

significant impact on the movement of capital. They influence local and 

national communities in decisions regarding distribution of funding. In 

order to function religious organisations require capital. Now, while 

religious organisations require financial bases, this does not lead either 

to the statement that religions in some way give rise to capitalism or to 

the inverse proposition that capitalism is an essential element of the 

R. H. Tawney, in Religion and the Rise Of CaPitafism (1922), attributes the first 
investigations to Weber and Troeltsch (211; 311-313). Tawney Is, however, 
uncompromising in his critique of the lack of historical understanding displayed In 
Weber's critique: "Both "the capitalist spirit" and Trotestant ethicsr ... were a good deal 
more complex than Weber seems to imply" (313). 
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religions. In fact, for many religions monetary exchange has historically 

been explicitly defamed and considered the work of Mammon. 

Financial activity is a structural element of the ways in which religious 

organisations are constituted and the ways in which they function in the 

world. However, monetary issues are often conceived in terms of a 

certain instrumentality within religious discourse, they are seen as 

means to justifiable ends. One of the key developments of late twentieth 

century capitalism is the emergence of consumerism and this element of 

capital culture has been the basis for a number of critical responses to 

the financial operations of especially New Age organisations. 

The critical perspectives are on two levels: firstly that the cultural milieu 

of late twentieth century consumerism is a foundation for the 

philosophical approaches of New Age eclecticism; secondly, that New 

Age organisations, above other religious groupings, especially partake 

of consumerist culture. That is to say, for those who criticise New Age 

phenomena on both levels, New Age spiritualities are seen as products 

of late twentieth century capitalism and examples par excellence of 

capitalist aggrandisement. Foremost of these critics Is Steve Bruce. 

Bruce's staunch defence of secularisation is outlined elsewhere In this 

thesis (cf chapter 1) and is a core aspect of his definition of New Age as 

a form of consumerism. "Rather than see the New Age as an antidote to 

secularisation, it makes more sense to see it as a style and form of 

religion well-suited to the secular world" (2000: 235). This means for 

Bruce, that "the New Age Is important not for the changes it will bring but 
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for the changes it epitomises. " (234). New Age then, for Bruce, 

exemplifies secular society that is irredeemably consumerist: 

The assumptions of the New Age fit well with a society 
which is short on authority and long on consumer 
rights. In the free market for consumer durables, the 
autonomous individual maximises his or her returns by 
exercising free choice. In the free market for ideas, the 
individual New Ager maximises his or her free choice 
and synthesises his or her best combination of 
preferences. (2000: 231) 

Yet this analysis is too simple, it is akin to Stark and Bainbridge's 

" exchange theory' whereby individuals' religious commitment is 

measured in terms of rewards and costs (Stark and Bainbridge, 1980; 

1985: 172-3). Many people do not operate with this conscious self- 

serving mentality. It is indeed true that there is more of a free market of 

ideas in late modernity, but it is questionable whether individual choices 

are solely the product of maximising personal returns, as Bruce 

suggests. There are other vital issues in terms of choice, which are 

equally evident in individuals' preferences that include family, duty, 

social convention, financial security and social grouping. Indeed, 

diaspora studies indicate the necessity of paying close attention to the 

specificities of cultural heritage, education, historical particularity and 

geographic' placement when considering how individuals practice their 

religions (Hinnells, 1997: 682-689). 

The same factors need to be considered when engaging with the kinds 

of spiritual practice and ideas adopted by individuals within the New Age 

spiritualities. Ultimately analyses such as Bruce's are reductive In a 
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wholly limiting sense for academic enquiry. Human agency is 

significantly more complex than neo-Dawkins approaches that pursue a 

causality based on a single phenomenon or ascribed characteristic such 

as the "selfish gene" (cf Dawkins, 1976). 

The charge that New Age is excessively interested in financial matters 

also emerges from other quarters. Graham Harvey approaches the New 

Age with excoriating derision: 

Channelling of alleged wisdom from exalted masters, 
angels, devas and others is typical of New Age and 
causes considerable cynicism among Pagans, who feel 
that if New Agers faced their darkness honestly, they 
could admit that the "airy-fairy, wishy-washy" messages 
about being nicer people with more positive thoughts 
come from their own egos. Spirituality is far more 
important in New Age than the ultimately illusory 
material world or existence. Ability to meet the 
exorbitant and prohibitive cost of New Age events 
enables its beneficiaries the degree of leisure 
necessary to indulge in continual self-absorption. 
(Harvey, 1997: 219-220) 

Among Pagans there is a definition that differentiates them from the New 

Age, which they term "one decimal point". Expressed more concretely, 

the idea is that while a Pagan gathering or event might cost E50, a 

similar New Age event will cost E500. This, according to Harvey, "is 

emblematic of the New Age as a predominantly white middle-dass 

phenomenon in which health and wealth are prime indicators of 

spirituality" (1997: 219). 

But this is evidentially incorrect. For Harvey's description excludes 

minorities. It excludes in the act of description the very groups it 
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assumes to be representing. While the generalisation that the 

participants of New Age spiritualities are often white and middle-class is 

indeed substantially the case, it is equally true that participants are often 

women and there are many individuals from a multiplicity of racial and 

cultural backgrounds. If his description pertains only to majority 

generalisations, does this not mean Harvey should write that New Age 

ideas of health and wealth are purely the aspirations of white, middle- 

class women? Even if this description of New Age spiritualities was 

wholly accurate, it is not an advisable critical technique to denigrate a 

religious grouping on the basis of ethnicity and cultural background or 

gender. 

But Harvey may counter that he is neither referring to aspirations nor to 

those who make them, his concern is that health and wealth are 

"indicators" of spirituality for the New Age. It is here that the claims of 

these generalisations are most substantively incorrect. My research 

offers a cogent response to such generalisations and reductions In the 

detailed analysis of the individuals, groups and organisations 

constituting New Age spiritualities. 

Harvey seeks to describe New Age spiritualities as narcissistic and a 

p roduct of consumer culture, in order to highlight the authenticity of 

Pagan practices. From this view the decimal point underlines the values 

of Pagan spirituality as classless against a notion of an inauthentic 

monetary and class-ridden spirituality amongst New Agers. However, 

using my research sample the actual indicators of spirituality amongst 
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New Age practitioners show different interests. These indicators can be 

considered as the values that predominate amongst those engaged with 

New Age spiritualities. In the Survey of Spirituality the responses to 

question 28, where respondents listed the five "Most important beliefs or 

ideals in [their] spirituality", provide an evidential basis for the real 

"indicators of spirituality' (see Appendix C). There is no evidence from 

this sample that wealth is perceived as an indicator of spirituality. 

Healing has some clear resonances for the sample, but the notion is 

more complex than the simple physical health implied by Harvey. Health 

is conceived as a psychological and spiritual category as much as a 

physical issue. Equally, health is perceived by many within New Age 

spiritualities in holistic terms, as a consequence of multiple other, more 

fundamental indicators of spiritual life and practice. 

In just the same way, wealth is often conceived as a product of deeper 

choices related to achieving success and happiness, which may lead to 

wealth. Thus, as indicators, health and wealth are too removed to 

accurately signify what Harvey proposes they do within and for the New 

Age. The claim of the New Age as spiritually superficial, with a notion of 

spirituality that is actually founded on a self-serving consume r-capital ist 

ethic, is an inverse of the real processes amongst most New Age 

spiritualities. That is to say, it is a superficial reading that considers 

health and wealth prime indicators of spirituality for those within the New 

Age, for it fails to grasp the deeper foundations, the essential Ideals and 

values, espoused by individuals within New Age spiritualities. As Paul 
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Tillich observed, scholars often tend to consider their own religion at Its 

most profound levels while describing other religions at their most 

superficial levels, or simply as "futile human attempts to reach God" 

(cited by Margaret Miles, 2000: 473). 

B. 1.3 &ccgsý Qriteria gf PýyQhgtQýhnglggLU 

Some criticisms of New Age training programmes repeat the notion that 

New Age spiritualities are narcissistic and merely products on the 

shelves of consumer culture. The emphasis of critiques in this case is 

not especially related to cost, but directed at the effective outcomes of 

these programmes. It is a criticism pertinent to all the 

psychotechnologies. Simply, the analysis focuses on the questionable 

success of these training programmes. There Is an evidential gap 

between the claims made by certain psych otechnol ogi es and the 

measurable consequences of taking these programmes. This is partly 

because results are frequently unquantifiable within a broad range of 

other social and economic factors. 

Moreover, the issue of proving even general claims of the efficacy of 

psych oanalyti cal and psych otherapeutic practices Is problematic. The 

point is well illustrated by the comparison of two psychological models 

by Lawrence Lilliston and Gary Shepherd In their analysis of "New 

Religious Movements and Mental Health" (1999). They compare 

Freudian psychoanalytic theory with humanistic psychotherapy: 

Many of the most important propositions of both of these theoretical approaches are essentially untestable 
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but have a sort of fascinating, internal validity that 
makes them quite appealing. Both types of theories, the 
psychoanalytic and the humanistic, posit 'deep' 
processes that are not overtly visible to others, but that 
are assumed to exist as powerful determinants of 
external behaviour. ... the very 'untestability' of these 
important propositions is part of their appeal: they 
simply cannot be proven wrong, and adherents are free 
to conjecture about what should be happening in the 
depths of an individual's personality according to their 
favourite theory. (1999: 131) 

Glenn Rupert's analysis of American New Age training seminars 

highlights similar problems in assessing their value (1992). The 

experience of Pacific Bell Telephone Company provides an example of 

the problems encountered in the use of New Age training seminars. The 

management of Pacific Bell gave a highly positive response to the whole 

company training programme offered by Charles Krone. Krone bases his 

training on the work of Georges Gurdjieff, a well-known synthesiser of 

mystical traditions in New Age circles (Ferguson, 1987: 86; Heelas, 

1996: 47; Sutcliffe, 2000: 25). 

Upper level management was very satisfied with the 
results of the training. Meetings gained a better sense 
of direction, relations between managers improved, and 
productivity in company operations increased by 23 
percent. (Rupert, 1992: 134) 

However, despite these positive results the company employees were 

unhappy with the training and after an anonymous Public Utilities 

Commission investigation the training, originally set to cost one hundred 

and forty seven million dollars was stopped when only forty million had 

been spent. The proofs for psychological systems aimed at changing 

individuals and companies are notoriously difficult to ascertain. 
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The response of psychotechnologies, such as PoV, to these claims is an 

undifferentiated statement: 'W it, if it works use it". While it lacks 

subtlety, and an un-theorised pragmatism can lead to dangerous 

consequences, this practical approach evidently has resonances for 

those who become course participants. Distinguishing the efficacy of 

these programmes is essentially a matter of what is meant by success 

and proof. Wittgenstein's perceptions that meanings of words depend 

upon predetermined criteria and context are more than linguistic 

niceties. The criteria of success for the participant of a PoV seminar may 

be as straightforward as the difference between emotional states of self- 

destructive gloom and expansive happiness. Proof, for the insider, may 

be found in improved relationships (many examples of "healed" 

relationships are given in a highly sympathetic article on PoV in Kindred 

Spirit, 2000,53: 29-32). These may be insufficient criteria for an outsider 

or a sceptic or indeed a participant for whom these have not been the 

results of a PoV workshop. However, the large numbers of individuals 

and organisations participating in PoV seminars, and those of other 

psych otech nol ogi es, offer some quantifiable basis for the claim that 

many people perceive that genuine benefits can be derived from these 

programmes. The circular argument could proceed endlessly with the 

assertion that these remain inadequate criteria by which to judge the 

success of psychotechnological processes. 

Yet while the problem of. proof remains unsolved, the response to 

undifferentiated claims that the New Age is essentially narcissistic and 
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consumerist is challenged and rebuffed by the findings of this thesis. 

The values and goals of the organisations and individuals studied in 

detail here do not conform to a simplistic reduction to the lowest common 

denominator of self-service and greed. On this level at least there is a 

need for some scholars and commentators to re-evaluate their 

assumptions about New Age spiritualities. 

8.1,4 Resggnsgs to the New Aap, $12irftolitig$ 

It is not the place here to provide a literature overview of the many and 

wide-ranging responses to the New Age. There are a considerable 

variety of responses from religious insiders and scholars of religion, 

society and culture that can be placed along a scale that starts with 

active support and ends with ferocious denigration .2 it IS, however, 

useful in this re-evaluation of New Age spiritualities to briefly consider 

and give voice to a number of scholars whose criticisms have a 

substantive relation to themes raised in this thesis, in order to provide 

the necessary balance required for evaluation? 

Some of the most vigorous critiques of New Age thinking can be found in 

Robert Basil's collection of critical essays, Not Necessarily the New Age: 

Critical Essays (1988). These essays include Maureen O'Hara! s 

2 Daren Kempýs study of "Christaquariansr is one example of a scholar and researched 
group sympathetic with New Age philosophies, (2001). Maureen O'Hara, Womens 
Studies professor and practising psychotherapist, is an example of a severe critic 
ýI 988). 

The negative critiques summarised here are readings representative of many 
theorists responding to the New Age. They are not comprehensive by any means. Nor 
do they include perspectives emerging from specific religious traditions; cf Douglas 
Groothuis! vitriolic Unmasking the New Age (1986) from an evangelical Christian point 
of view. 
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criticisms of New Age as "pseudoscience and mythmongering", (1988: 

145) and also Alan MacRobert's "New Age Hokum". MacRobert is 

convinced that a large proportion of New Age publications amount to 

"crank literature", and New Age scientific procedures are equally 

dubious. The techniques utilised in the study of paranormal phenomena 

are "cloaked in noisd' or "fuze excluding the clarity of genuine scientific 

scrutiny. Furthermore such pseudoscientific claims of the paranormal 

often turn out to have been proven spurious long ago: "the pattern is 

common: A new paranormal claim turns out to be a very old one, 

debunked long enough ago for the debunking to have been forgotten" 

(MacRobert, 1988: 380). 

Another paper in Basil's collection is Al Seckel's "A New Age of 

Obfuscation and Manipulation". Seckel seeks to elucidate four reasons 

"for there being so much verbal obfuscation among New Agers". The first 

is the "use of technical jargon in a popular format" in order to "impress 

the reader". The second criticism is that "the meanings of words are 

subtly changed as a way to intimidate people". The third cause of 

obfuscation is that"for many people obscurity equals profundity". Finally, 

Seckel asserts, "a vast amount of New Age literature misappropriates 

scientific jargon ... to give the impression of scientific accuracy" (387- 

388). 

A further critique of New Age thought, which is less Inclined to discover 

conspiracies, though no less averse to certain decontextualised Ideas of 

the New Age, is Harman Hartzell Bro's "New Age Spirituality: A Critical 
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Appraisal" (1993). Bro cites a number of "excesses and extravagances" 

which he supports with examples of New Age practices. He lists these 

excesses as greed, manipulation, fraud, self-deception, doubtful 

morality, narcissism, trivialisation, stylised art and repetitious music. The 

aesthetic complaints of the final two criticisms bear no weight as genuine 

scholarly appraisals - aesthetics are culturally and historically specific, 

and Bro's opinions are no more or less valid than negative reactions to 

abstract expressionism and the music of Philip Glass or Steve Reich. 

Greed, fraud, doubtful morality, self-deception and narcissism are 

undoubtedly elements of the lives of some within New Age spiritualities. 

However, the results of the survey for this thesis and others like it (cf 

Rose, 1996) deny and empirically throw light on the false deduction that 

specific instances can be the basis for such general statements. Bro's 

other extravagances, manipulation and trivialisation, reiterate the 

criticisms of O'Hara, MacRobert and Seckel. They also resonate with 

other scholarly criticisms that purport to offer "true" readings against 

histories of mistaken, misconstrued, manipulated, trivialised or falsely 

appropriated conceptions of an author, concept or doctrine. 

A related example is Robert Segal's statement in response to the widely 

perceived understanding that Jung was "pro-religion": 'To read Jung in 

so upbeat a way is in fact to misread him. Jung comes, If not to bury 

religion, not to praise it either" (2000: 65). Who are we to believe, Segal 

or the upbeat readers? Which interpretation is true, Segal's non- 

religious Jung or the many who have found religious inspiration from 
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Jung, or indeed Jung's own claim that "we are at the threshold of a new 

spiritual epoch" (1933: 250)? 

How might we respond to the criticisms of trivialisation, simplification and 

popularisation of scientific concepts? The adoption and adaptation of 

concepts is part of the creative process of developing human knowledge. 

It was Kuhn himself who applied his study of scientific revolutions and 

paradigm shifts to wider culture, just as did Prigogine with the notion of 

dissipative structures. Moreover, the relationship between "higher order" 

intellectual expressions of an idea and its popular rendition for a wider 

audience has always been tense, especially with regard to scientific 

discourse. Yet without imaginative applications we would not have such 

valuable and beneficial ideas as Goethe's translation of the chemical 

processes of elective affinities to human relationships. As Richard 

Tarnas has written, the wider cultural resonances of specific ideas, again 

particularly from the sciences, has had a great impact on postmodern 

worldviews: 

Common to these new perspectives has been the 
imperative to rethink and reformulate the human 
relation to nature, an imperative driven by the growing 
recognition that modern science's mechanistic and 
objectivist conception of nature was not only limited but 
fundamentally flawed. Major theoretical Interventions 
such as Bateson's "ecology of mind", Bohm's theory of 
the implicate order, Sheldrake's theory of formative 
causation, McClintocWs theory of genetic transposition, 
Lovelock's Gaia hypothesis, Prigogine's theory of 
dissipative structures and order by fluctuation, Lorenz 
and Feigenbaum's chaos theory, and Bell's theorem of 
non-locality have pointed to new possibilities for a less 
reductionistic scientific worldview. (1991: 404-405) 
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Irving Hexham's scholarly response to the criticisms of New Age by 

many American evangelicals illustrates how claims about popularisation, 

trivialisation and over-simplification may backfire (1992: 152-163). 

Hexham selected random passages from a number of best-selling New 

Age and Christian books to apply readability index analyses. "The 

results showed that while the average New Age book required a 'grade 

14' reading level, Christian books were written at 'grade 9' level" (161). 

I do not intend to deny the many valid criticisms of New Age beliefs and 

practitioners, of which even those summarised above are appropriate to 

certain aspects of New Age spiritualities. The focuses of my rebuffs are 

the critical techniques of global application of criticisms, generalisations 

and the assertion of universal understanding gleaned from specific 

instances. New Age spiritualities are multifaceted and there is no doubt 

certain of these facets are reprehensible as mendacious and fraudulent. 

The crucial point is that the pictures presented by a number of critics are 

not accurate for all New Age spiritualities as is evidenced by the 

research sample for this thesis, nor are they always accurate for the 

individual instances they purport to describe. Indeed all religions are 

multifaceted in similar ways to New Age spiritualities. The varied use of 

doctrines and rites that are applied in different ways across cultures and 

practised by individuals of differing abilities and interests Is just one 

example of the lack of unified expressions within religious traditions. 

it may be that the critical vehemence of those antagonistic to New Age 

spiritualities is tempered as time adds historical bulk to the phenomena, 
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and publications, both from within and without the New Age, add weight 

to its role as a significant aspect of contemporary religiosity. Certainly 

the approach adopted in this thesis, to highlight the cultural-historical 

and specifically religio-spi ritual nature of New Age spiritualities, is an 

attempt to balance some of the polemic used in writing about New Age 

phenomena. Moreover, frequently the negative criticisms have focused 

on belief and ideology as the core referents for what constitutes New 

Age. Too often the significance of practices and the experiential 

dimension of individual practitioners' lives is overlooked or omitted. 

8.2 PRAXIS PRIOR TO DOCTRINE 

0.2,1 Practical and Exgerigntigl N9giritU%jliflgs 

There are many theoretical recognitions of the vitality of experience over 

theory in the history of western thought. One might begin with the 

Epicurean assertion of the highest value being placed in the search for 

human happiness and the rejection of pain and fear. In Epicurus' vision 

of the simple pleasures of the company of friends, and in the hedonism 

of debased Epicureanism, one might find roots for contemporary spiritual 

seekers "desperately searching for something". Yet despite multifarious 

historical roots there is a specifically modern understanding of the 

experience of this religious search. New Age spiritualities affirm a notion 

of praxis that entwines practices, psychotechnologies, healing methods 

and lifestyle choices with individual experience. While these practices 
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are founded on beliefs and doctrines in the relativised world of New Age 

spiritualities, action and experience have a higher value than doctrinal 

expressions as forms of knowledge. In this sense praxis precedes 

doctrine. 

There are wider influences than merely the ideas emerging from New 

Age spiritualities on this reified understanding of religious experience 

and practice. Scholars such as William James and Rudolf Otto have had 

a considerable influence on approaches that bring experience to the 

foreground of research. James's The Varieties of Religious Experience 

(1902) provided, alongside the work of James Leuba and Edwin 

Starbuck, a psychological impetus for the study of religion. But while his 

colleagues concentrated on a reductive paradigm of religious experience 

as material emanating from within the psyche, James affirmed the 

external reality of religion confirmed by religious experience. This is a 

conflict of views neatly paralleled by Peter Berger's response to 

Feurbachs religiosity as projection, by maintaining that the religious 

sense in human beings might on the contrary be a reflection of a real 

religious object (1969). 

James's emphasis in Varieties and other papers, such as "The Will to 

Believe" (1896), is on a "live option" of religion that is something to be 

experienced to be believed. Thus the conclusion to Varieties arrives at 

the highest variety of religious experience, mystical experience. "The 

existence of mystical states", James writes, "absolutely overthrows the 

pretension of non-mystical states to be the sole and ultimate dictators of 
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what we may believe" (1902: 427). This leads us to recognise that, "the 

supernaturalism and optimism to which they would persuade us may, 

interpreted in one way or another, be after all the truest of insights into 

the meaning of this life" (428). The corollary conclusions, albeit implicit 

in James's remarks, are that to pursue the experience of mystical states 

is the highest ethical aim and will reveal the greatest truths about the 

religious life. 

This theme of understanding plural religious expressions in terms of 

experience is explicitly developed in the phenomenological category of 

"the holy" in Otto's work (1923). Experience of the numinous is 

presented throughout The Idea of the Holy as the most profound and 

direct means of understanding the reality of God's presence in the world. 

The approach to spirituality and experience taken by the Dalai Lama is 

more immediately influential and appropriate to New Age spiritualities. 

By considering the ideas of the Dalai Lama I am, however, selecting a 

voice that represents an understanding of experience "Outside" New Age 

spirituallities. His perspective arises from the Tibetan Buddhist tradition 

yet his thinking is also a reflection of the zeitgeist of multiple religious 

perspectives that inform contemporary spirituality. Aldous Huxley, 

Marilyn Ferguson, Jiddu Krishnamurti and Ram Dass have influenced 

New Age conceptions of experience more direCtly, 4 but perspectives on 

4 In contemporary Christian spirituality one might Identify the Influences of the 
burgeoning translations, renditions and modern appropriations of mediaeval mystical 
treatises, or the work of Thomas Merton, Bede Griffiths and Matthew Fox In Current 
notions of experience-led religiosity. 
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New Age spiritualities are increased by recognising wider cultural 

resonances. The notions of experience and praxis current within New 

Age spiritualities exist in a broader cultural background of contemporary 

spirituality. The Dalai Lama is authoritative and significant for the wider 

picture of contemporary spirituality in the postmodern world, a picture 

that includes New Age spiritualities. 

While James and Otto provide strands in the weave of an increasingly 

individualistic trend in the notion of spiritual experience in western 

culture, the Dalai Lama approaches religious experience from another 

direction and tradition. Yet his emphasis is spliced into the individualist 

tendencies of contemporary spirituality and colours the whole with a 

contiguous formation, that of social engagement. This element of social 

and political awareness and action is a core aspect of the vitality of 

many New Age spiritualities. It is therefore misleading to overemphasise 

Heelas' description of the New Age Movement as a "Self-religion" 

(1996). Such a designation identifies the personalist aspect of New Age 

spiritualities as navel-gazing, but pays little heed to elements of social 

praxis, environmental responsibility and political involvements. Far 

worse, Steve Bruce's consideration of New Age religiosity as "low impact 

and low salience" is both quantitatively and qualitatively misleading. 5 

Some scholars have mis-recognised a narcissistic feature of modernity 

as focal in New Age practices and thought. While it is true that one of 

the outcomes of the intellectual history of Romanticism was an 
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increasing narcissism, identifiable in cultural phenomena as diverse as 

Camus' anti-hero "killing an Arab" in LEtranger and the self-destructive 

journalist in Hunter S. Thomson's Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, these 

threads have little salience in the generality of New Age spiritualities or 

contemporary spirituality as a whole. 

The social engagement that the Dalai Lama espouses incorporates the 

personalist episteme within a plural outward looking vision of the 

spiritual life. This view is most particularly evident in The Ail of 

Happiness: A Handbook for Living (1998). The text is an outcome of 

discussions between the Dalai Lama and Howard Cutler, an American 

psychiatrist. While their analysis focuses on the idea of "self" and the 

individual path to happiness, this is achieved by "deepening our 

connection to others" (67-90), developing greater intimacy, and 

understanding a universalised concept of spirituality which allows for 

difference and uniqueness. Thus the Dalai Lama suggests that "each 

individual should embark upon a spiritual path that is best suited to his 

or her mental disposition, natural inclination, temperament, belief, family 

and cultural background" (248). In Ancfent Wisdom, Modem World. - 

Ethics for a New Millennium (1999) the Dalai Lama distinguishes 

between religion and spirituality further, affirming a conception of religion 

as doctrinal against "expressive spirituality and humanistic expressivism" 

(Heelas, 2000): 

Ironically it is Heelas, who has offered the most cogent riposte to Bruce's reductive 
analysis - see Heelas, 2000. 
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I believe there is an important distinction to be made 
between religion and spirituality. Religion I take to be 
concerned with belief in the claims to salvation of one 
faith tradition or another - an aspect of which is 
acceptance of some form of metaphysical reality, 
including perhaps an idea of heaven or nirvana. 
Connected with this are religious teachings or dogma, 
rituals, prayer and so on. Spirituality I take to be 
concerned with those qualities of the human spirit - 
such as love and compassion, patience, tolerance, 
forgiveness, contentment, a sense of responsibility, a 
sense of harmony - which bring happiness to both self 
and others ... I sometimes say that religion is 
something we can perhaps do without. What we cannot 
do without are these basic spiritual qualities. (1999: 22- 
3) 

These ideas of an ethical and socially responsible spirituality would 

seem to overthrow the constrictive definition of New Age spiritualities as 

a bricolage of "pick and mi)e' consumerism focusing on the material 

needs and greeds of the individual. It is apposite that The Art of 

Happiness is an engagement of eastern philosophy and religion with 

western psychiatric models and psychotherapeutic practice, both of 

which are foundations for many New Age spiritualities. The reflective, 

meditative practices of Buddhism especially are key features of the 

psychotechnologies developed in the Human Potential Movement, which 

is a cornerstone of New Age spiritualities. 

In the histories that inform New Age spiritualities there are innumerable 

strands. The theoretical interest in the experience of religion, Indicated 

by James and Otto, is expanded by the praxis-oriented spirituality of the 

Dalai Lama. But there are many other historical antecedents that set the 

practical conditions for spiritualities that affirm pra)(Is before doctrine. 

From the Nietzschean Twilight of the Idols which signalled the death of 
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God, authority and a unitary tradition to feminist thealogical expressions 

of spiritual embodiment, popular religiosity has moved toward a direct, 

personal engagement with the divine in the world, encountered through 

personalised practices and individual experience. These themes are 

strongly evident in the webs of praxis explored in this thesis. For the 

New Age spiritualities emerge from the same conditions which have led 

to the significantly increased interest in spirituality in the contemporary 

world (King, 1997; Brown et al 1997; Van Ness, 1996). Yet the simple 

application of older models used in the study of religions to the 

phenomena of the New Age spiritualities has resulted in a number of 

inaccurate descriptions. This thesis is an attempt to remedy 

misrepresentations of New Age spiritualities and define them more 

accurately. 

9.2.2 Web Thinking gnd New Age 5i2irýua-llifuu 

A new model is required in order to conceive and define New Age 

spiritualities. It must be a conceptual model flexible and broad enough to 

encompass and accurately describe the social connections which locate 

praxis and experience and also show the networks linking individual to 

community in New Age spiritualities. The model adopted and developed 

in this thesis reflects the postmodern location of New Age spiritualities 

as networks within man-made and natural ecologies, as webs of 

connection between human, natural and divine. The web model Is 

applied here to uncover the practical foundations of New Age 

spiritualities. The idea of multiple webs within webs is not thereby used 
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to obscure the significance of beliefs, but to allow a wider variety of 

perspectives of the New Age spiritualities. This conception brings to the 

fore praxis, yet encourages a view of multiple strands influencing the 

expressions of religiosity included in New Age spiritualities. What is 

specifically postmodern in this methodological process and conceptual 

definition is the plurality of descriptions that emerge. There is, ultimately, 

no final or absolute rendering of an essence or a singular New Age 

spirituality. 

The web model is also a hypothesis competing with other hypotheses. It 

emerges from its own eclectic history of academic studies of religion, 

society and culture as well as from the New Age spiritualities 

themselves. A number of differing models have been applied to the 

phenomena comprised within the generic New Age. While some 

typological formulae have been adequate means of representing the 

specific area of study, it is often recognised, even by the scholars 

adopting a given methodology, that their model is flawed. Thus, in two 

recent instances that apply Greil and Robbins's (1994) notions of "quasi- 

religion" and upara-religion" to ostensibly religious or spiritual practices, 

we find self-conscious doubt by the scholars writing up their research. 

Merlin Brinkerhoff and Jeffrey Jacob initially claim in a study on 

mindfulness and deep ecology (1999) that they are presenting "a 

theoretical framework that permits the heretofore discrete and disparate 

elements from the quasi-religious literature to be consumed under a 

conceptual rubrid" (525), as expressed in figure 5. 
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FIGURE 5 
A TYPOLOGY: RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AND ITS PARALLEL 

MANIFESTATIONS 

Secular - Sacred Continuum. 
Secular Sacred 
Direction Direction 

Formal 

Orqanisational 
Dimension 

Non- 
Formal 

Para-Religion Organised 
Religion 

2 

Popular 
Psychology Quasi- 
Character Religion 

Development 

3 41 
(Brinkerhoff and Jacob, 1999: 526) 

However, they self-identify this very typology as a "parsimonious" means 

of expressing religious and religious-parallel experiences. The term 

"Organised Religion" in their sacred and formal box begs many 

questions regarding the nature of religion itself. Equally problematic for 

the typology is the secular enculturation of many "organised" religions in 

formal and non-formal ways. Thus, the typology quickly topples into 

meaninglessness. It is an abstract imposition by scholarly outsiders, 

which fails to accurately represent the complexity of religious and sacred 

phenomena. 

Malcolm Hamilton offers a more subtle adumbration of "quasi- rel i gi on" in 

his discussion of vegetarianism (2000)- Yet he also qualifies his 

adoption of the term: 
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Whatever the merits of terms such as "quasi-religion" 
and "para-religion" they can only serve as temporary 
devices in the absence'of something better. Rather 
than rushing into the invention of neologisms they will 
serve reasonably well for the moment, but I shall argue 
later that we shall need better ones in the longer term. 
(66) 

The need for a more precise model with greater utility is evident. One 

way in which I have proceeded in outlining such a model is to 

understand the problems that led to the inadequacies of the present 

models. It is not the place here to describe the full history of the 

paradigms and models that brought about such a crisis of representation 

of New Age religions (cf chapters 1 and 2 for a fuller, though by no 

means comprehensive, analysis). It is possible, however, to polemicise 

certain themes of this history. Against this simplified structure one can 

pit the essentials of another paradigm of description, one which emerges 

at least in part from the very field it describes. Out of this dialectic, albeit 

a synthetic construction, it is possible to trace one strand in the 

development of web thinking. The web model emerges from this 

dialectic. 

A framework of concepts that shapes some social scientific typologies of 

religion exists in the social world of Weber's disenchantments: 

rationalisation, secularisation, modernisation and routinisation. Thus we 
find that Roy Wallis's typology of three ideal types of New Religious 

Movements (NRMs), into which he subsumes New Age spiritualities, is a 
description of the "set of ways in which a New Religious Movement may 

orient itself to the social world into which it emerges" (1984: 4). The 
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social world, which is "rejected", "affirmed" or "accommodated" by the 

NRMs, is paradigmatically constructed by Weberian and post-Weberian 

social factors, which include the defining features of post-industrial 

society: commercialisation; globalisation; commodif ! cation; narcissism. 

Set against this social world, New Age spiritualities are seen in part as 

reaction and in part as defined by such overarching themes. Yet, as I 

have tried to show through my research, those within the New Age 

spiritualities do not construct the same social world. 

Many of the ethical and political motivations of such spiritual believers 

are adopted and presented as alternatives to perceived negative social 

pressures - in this way typologies which categorise reaction as 

fundamental do accurately reflect a particular aspect of New Age 

spiritualities. However, there are other social and historical concepts that 

influence the worldview of those who define themselves as spiritual. 

Researchers must be aware of the crucial point that spiritual believers 

orient themselves to a different social world than that constructed by 

many academic observers. Thus greater reflexivity is required in 

assumptions about social reality, as Steven Sutcliffe and Marion 

Bowman warn: 

the representation of 'reality' in a cultural context which 
acknowledges multiple possible realities is not just an facademic' issue, for there are issues of legitimacy and 
power involved in whatever definition of 'normative' is 
counted as authoritative - and in who makes that judgement. (2000: 3) 
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A more accurate representation of New Age spiritualities needs an 

insider perception of the practices, concepts and beliefs influencing the 

spiritual paradigm of reality. My artificial polemic, which has empirical 

roots in real individuals' testimonies, has defined a set of "negative" 

themes, against which alternative, "positive" themes can be set. These 

positive alternatives, for those within the New Age spiritualities, conform 

to a vision of seismic cultural change -a paradigm shift of Kuhnian 

proportion. The change, in essence, is from a culture that embraces 

materialism to one which affirms spirituality. Russell Di Carlo, predicts "a 

shift from seeing the universe as a mechanical device with no mind or 

will of its own, to seeing it as intelligent, self-organising and ever- 

evolving" (1996: 11). Such optimism may not be evident in all New Age 

spiritualities, but the assumption that spirituality underlies materiality, 

whether in terms of a divine will or a more amorphous energy, is 

common to all New Agers. Thus social interaction and the process of 

historical change, the social world, are constructed by a paradigm quite 

at odds with the Weberian paradigm. Belief and praxis are inflected by 

this central paradigm, and an observer's model should accommodate 

this worldview if it is to accurately represent it. 

The idea of the web has come forth both as a model and a way of 

thinking about the specific plurality of New Age spiritualities. As a model 

it comprises individual and group networks and can be applied to 

disclose doctrine, belief and intellectual history, while its focus is on 

living tradition, praxis and experience. As a way of thinking, web 
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methodology allows the scholar to assert multiplicity and engage with the 

complexity of investigating manifold phenomena. Web thinking is 

explicitly anti-reductive. It is possible to refine and analyse individual 

nodes and points of linkage between webs, but these are always set 

against a many-layered background of other interconnecting webs of 

influence. Web thinking is also creative. It establishes a means by which 

the scholar can choose a valid field of interest and discover patterns of 

relationship that the closure of some other methodologies could not 

allow. Web thinVing is not, though, arbitrary. Its functionality is that by 

comprehending that religions are aspectual, the manifold dimensions of 

religious phenomena can be studied both discretely and in inter- 

relationship. In terms of utility and accuracy web thinking provides a 

solid basis for examining not only New Age spiritualities, but a broad 

range of human and cultural phenomena. 

The practical orientation of the phenomena of New Age spiritualities 

offers new challenges for scholarly research. One such challenge is the 

epistemological conflict between the relativist belief systems of New Age 

spiritualities and the fundamentalisms of traditional religions. It is a 

debate mirrored in the conflict between the arbitrary multiple traces of 

postmodern culture criticism and the progressivist absolute claims made 

in scientific discourse. Yet this epistemic debate is held on a familiar 

battleground which is bordered by concern with Truth, the assumption of 

hierarchies and rights of authority, and the focus on text, doctrine and 

ideas. A novel situation is presented by praxis and web-based research; 
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there is no absolute authority to arbitrate on boundaries or truth claims. 

For what is discovered in the minutiae of drawing out the individual 

webs, if we concentrate on doctrine alone, is a myriad of belief systems, 

some of which are incoherent, self-refuting and certainly at odds with 

other webs of belief. The connection between webs can be established 

instead by their structural similarity. Thus, if a core impetus for the 

spiritual pilgrims of New Age spiritualities is practical engagement, then 

their manifold practices should become the phenomena of investigation 

before beliefs, and praxis becomes the category of identification prior to 

doctrine. The most effective means of rendering this mode of religiosity, 

while maintaining the validity of other aspects, including a doctrinal 

perspective, is to use the model of the web. 
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CONCLUSION 

Now it appears to me that almost any man may like the 
spider spin from his own-innards his own airy Citadel - 
the points of leaves and twigs on which the spider 
begins her work are few, and she fills the air with a 
beautiful circuiting. Man should be content with as few 
points to tip with the fine Web of his Soul, and weave a 
tapestry empyrean - full of symbols for his spiritual eye, 
of softness for his spiritual touch, of space for his 
wanderings, of distinctness for his luxury. But the minds 
of mortals are so different and bent on such diverse 
journeys that it may at first appear impossible for any 
common taste and fellowship to exist between two or 
three under such suppositions ... Man should not 
dispute or assert, but whisper results to his Neighbour, 
and thus by every germ of spirit sucking the sap from 
mould ethereal every human might become great, and 
humanity instead of being a wide heath of furze and 
briars, with here and there a remote Oak or Pine, would 
become a great democracy of forest trees. (Keats cited 
in Mascar6,1965: 23-24) 

We often discover that what we once thought a novel perception is 

simply an old idea refurbished for a new context. For some people this 

realisation leads to a drab view of human history in which we are 

circumscribed by fixed attributes and for which there is no remedy. For 

other people the eternal return of core themes in human thought and 

aspiration is also a continual refreshing from the deep wellsprings of the 

absolute. The idea of the web, democratic pluralism in the study of 

religions, the reification of experience and praxis, the very spirituality 

that infuses New Age spiritualities, are all resonances of older 

expressions. In the condusion to this thesis I will review what I have 
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examined and established in this investigation into the new expressions 

of New Age spirituallities. 

In my research I have analysed the treatment of New Age spiritualities in 

academic studies and provided details of a new perspective in theory 

and fieldwork. There are four clear sections to the investigations carried 

out for this thesis: 

1. My assessment of a number of studies related to the 
New Age led me to define a more conceptually refined 
methodology for research. 

2. The model I adopted for examining New Age 
spiritualities is that of the web. I have used different 
conceptual and thematic tools to draw out this model. 

3. The theoretical explanation of the web has been 
developed in tandem with empirical investigations into 
New Age spiritualities in the South West of England. 

4. Both the theoretical and practical studies show how 
older models have been inadequate to describe the 
phenomena of New Age spiritualities, and demonstrate 
how effective the web model can be. 

In reviewing the scope of the thesis, I will briefly assess the success of 

the project and investigate how some of the assertions included within 

the thesis may become foundations for further studies. For example, the 

web model could usefully be tested in other circumstances. 

Contemporary spirituality is an emerging field of religiosity and the 

spiritualities of traditional religions, such as Christianity and Buddhism 

for example, overlap with the webs of New Age spiritualities. Equally, the 

emphasis on experience and practice has methodological and practical 

implications for the study of religions. The major themes discussed and 

developed in my research are as follows: 
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The definition of a plural set of phenomena described 
as "New Age spiritual iti es". 

New Age spiritualities as forms of knowledge that 
criticise other epistemologies. 

Webs of praxis, and webs of other types of religious 
expression. 

The material existence of nodes of New Age 
spiritualities in the South West of England and an 
empirical study of those who participate in these nodes. 

The difference between formal and informal networks. 

The values of social research methods and 
ethnomethodology. This includes establishing the 
criteria of accuracy and utility. 

Of course these themes are bound up with each other, referring to and 

dependent upon the detailed framework of assertions made to support 

each claim. My assertion of the plural term New Age spiritualiffes may not 

achieve currency. The word spirituality implies, in its contemporary 

usage, a rather personal, and therefore multiple, concept of spiritual 

beliefs and practices. Spirituality in its singular form is used elsewhere to 

indicate various separate and defined expressions as in the series The 

Classics of Westem Spirituality, and the World Spirituality Series. The 

term New Age, at the present, retains its location as a descriptor ior an 

eclectic set of religious perspectives and practices that is recognised 

both by academic outsiders and insiders. 

However, problems relating to the self-description of those who do not 

define themselves as New Age yet fit basic categorical aspects of the 

term remain. Daren Kemp's recent attempt to overcome the problems of 

the two categories "New Age Christians" and "Christian New Agers" with 
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the creation of a neologism "Christaquarians" does not seem adequate. 

Kemp recognises that manufactured terms which do not have a currency 

amongst the researched community are problematic, yet he proceeds 

with an analysis of a putative group of "Christaquarians" before 

establishing that they do not in fact exist (2001). The notions of New Age 

and spirituality exist independently and are frequently adjoined. I have 

not therefore created a synthetic concept. However, the term New Age 

spifitualities as I have used it may be too inclusive and beg the question 

as to what exactly is meant by and included within the rubric New Age 

spiritualities. 

My assertion of the multiplicity of expressions of New Age spiritualities is 

a reflection of the cultural milieu that privileges the individual. I have 

rejected Heelas' notion of "Self- rel igi ons", but retained elements of the 

concept he attempts to enclose within the label as accurate, namely the 

focus on self -development as a trope in New Age spiritualities. The 

existence of an increased sensitivity to the individual and the personal 

spiritual self exists in the field. My research into multiplicity is, at the 

same time, resonant with a new scholarly awareness of difference and 

plurality in the study of religions. 

In researching the relationships between nodes in the web, whether 

nodes as individuals or as organisations, I established a division 

between formal and informal networks. On the surface this distinction is 

clear. The formal network of Psychology of Vision for example can be 

said to include any activities that relate to its material dimension, that is 
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its public role as a business, the courses, events, professional 

consultancy and published material produced by the organisation. The 

informal network of this hub expands more broadly through the 

especially private and non-material dimensions of friendships and word- 

of-mouth connections. As a large node or hub in the web of New Age 

spiritualities Psychology of Vision can also be described as a matrix for 

multiple layers of interconnection between individuals interested in New 

Age spiritualities. But there are many degrees of interest, and the 

threads interlinking individuals, organisations, formal and informal webs 

are of differing degrees of strength and importance. Moreover, the 

distinctions between formal/informal and public/private become blurred 

when we consider the development of the magazine friends helping 

friends as part of the web of Psychology of Vision. It is officially (formally) 

endorsed by Psychology of Vision while, at the same time, it explicitly 

claims not to represent the views of this organisation (2000: 1). 

The role of local free newspapers specialising in New Age related 

subjects as networking hubs also blurs the boundaries between informal 

and formal modes of communication. For while the public bases of these 

papers as sources for advertisements are evident, they emerge from a 

community base and function alongside informal word-of-mouth contacts 

in individual webs. Formal and iniormal modes interact. 

Equally, at the micro-level of each individual person's unique web of 

praxis and beliefs, to distinguish between formal and informal 

connections is to apply criteria not wholly appropriate to the ways in 
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which the individual understands his or her spirituality. There is a 

considerable realm of research yet to be carried out in investigation of 

the webs at all levels within New Age spiritualities. Psychology of Vision 

and The Spark are just two examples of many equivalent hubs recently 

developed and expanding within the web of New Age spiritualities. There 

are also other hubs, such as the many retreat centres and host sites for 

New Age and related events, which could be usefully examined in order 

to expand our understanding of New Age spiritualities. Having 

established that the patterns of praxis and belief that exist in New Age 

spiritualities are webs, it may be useful to extend the concept of webs to 

other networks and in the process more strictly define the terms and 

categories of the web to create a typology or ideal type. The nature of 

New Age networks militates against such strictures, but it may be more 

applicable to other areas of research. 

It was in response to the very simple questions, what should the product 

of my research do? and, how could the research be valuable to others? 

that I developed the criteria of accuracy and utility. The explanations of 

New Age spiritualities should be accurate primarily in terms oi the 

scholarly project, but also in terms recognisable to the researched 

community. Merely restating mission statements from Psychology of 

Vision and The Spark, or simply quoting the interview data verbatim, is 

not the purpose of ethnography. Ethnography is interpretative and its 

value is its usefulness as much as its accuracy. The key question of 

Ihick description", Geertz asserts, is not whether it is "a field journal 
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squib or a Mali nowski-sized monograph, [but] whether it sorts winks from 

twitches and real winks from mimicked ones" (1973: 16). 

Underlying the methods used in any research are implicit theories and 

assumptions that direct and actively model research process and 

research conclusions. The task of uncovering these assumptions was 

the core impetus in highlighting the theoretical foundations and bringing 

forth the methodological directions of this thesis. Foucault's role in 

unmasking the functions of power in knowledge is a significant addition 

to postmodern conceptions of epistemology. Kuhn's concept of paradigm 

shifts is equally an important reflection upon epistemic claims. Both 

scholars have influenced the streams of academic inquiry far beyond the 

restricted fields of history, philosophy and history of science. The same 

is also true of feminist inquiries in the study of religions. The fact that 

women have a significant history in the patriarchal traditions of the 

religions and that scholars are recovering their voices has had 

widespread resonances, particularly in religious and spiritual discourse. 

As influences on my own intellectual history they are necessarily present 

in this thesis, especially in the consideration of New Age spiritualities as 

a form of knowledge or discourse, that criticises other epistemologies. 

Whether other scholars can perceive significant strands absent from this 

thesis, in terms of focus, is thus a moot point. Nevertheless, this is not to 

deny the usefulness of further studies that could concentrate perhaps on 

the vital influences of Nietzsche, or Shankara's Vedanta interpreted by 

Vivekananda, or D. T. Suzuki's expressions of Zen Buddhism on New 

300 



Age spiritualities. Nor is my selection of theoretical foundations to be 

considered a conclusive account of the theorists I use; they are readings 

taken as appropriate for the field of research. (A similar statement, of 

scholarly readings, can be made regarding the influences on the web 

model developed in chapter 3. ) My own web of construction attaches 

only to certain elements of other webs, it does not fully encompass them. 

The modes of New Age spiritualities offering alternative epistemologies 

and defining a critique of traditional epistemologies could very usefully 

be the basis for further research. It may be noted that all alternative 

epistemologies, or indeed religious traditions, offer often highly detailed 

and complex analyses of former epistemologies, so why isolate this as 

specific to New Age spiritualities? This is indeed the case, but in many 

studies New Age spiritualities have not been credited with the rigorous 

thinking asserted within this thesis. The recent work of Capra (1992, 

1996,1997-9) offers a coherent expression of this critique, but his is one 

amongst many voices (cf for example contributors to Resurgence 

including Matthew Fox, Satish Kumar, Thomas Moore, Jonathan Porritt, 

Vandana Shiva and Charlene Spretnak). Some research has been 

carried out in this area of philosophical, political, ecological and social 

activism, as for example Warwick Fox's work on "transpersonal ecology" 

(1990). But there remains a large field in which there exists much 

scholarly work, as is evidenced by the significant influence of courses 

run at the Schumacher College in the UK and Esalen Institute in the 

301 



USA, but little academic reflection on the role, position and theorising of 

those working in the field. 

Perhaps the lack of recognition and research on the sophisticated 

philosophical aspects of New Age spiritualities are attributable to 

scholarly oversight. This could be because the focus of a number of 

scholars has been either on the social organisation of specific 

movements within New Age or on studies of specific religious beliefs. 

The webs of praxis are not adequately accounted for by these 

approaches, as has been argued throughout this thesis. A significant 

element of this praxis is a set of lifestyle choices. For many these 

amount to a kind of "soft" activism related to, for example, buying organic 

products and supporting social and political organisations (cf Survey of 

Spirituality responses to questions 23-24). For what might be termed the 

intellectual wing of New Age spiritualities, the elements of Kumar's "Soil, 

Soul and Society" are highly theorised beliefs. These beliefs are 

supported by sets of practices that cross boundaries into political and 

social spheres, sometimes without specific reference to religiosity or 

even spirituality. For many individuals within New Age spiritualities the 

divisions between science, society, politics and religion are false. This 

understanding has not been sufficiently recognised by many Religious 

Studies scholars who still work with outdated paradigms of the Christian 

western tradition that divide church and state. Overcoming this 

distinction underlies the current resurgence of spirituality perceived as 

praxis and the notion of spirituality in everyday life: which stands 
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opposed to religion perceived as doctrine and beliefs divorced from 

actions. 

From within New Age spiritualities, and other areas of human 

expression, voices can be heard which demand that human knowledge 

is more than theoretical study can circumscribe. Other knowledges may 

be performative and active. Spiritualities are knowledges of experience 

and commitment within eclectic frameworks of belief. The personal 

religiosities of those within New Age spiritualities assert that knowledge 

is experiential, doctrinal and relational. 

The quest of Religious Studies is to reflect these modalities; to cross the 

insider/outsider boundary and express religious understanding as the 

practitioner does without damaging other understandings and other 

practitioners. That is the dilemma of pluralism, and it is the aim of the 

Religious Studies scholar to account for it. One way of beginning is to 

recognise that this aim requires a prior perception of the unique value of 

each individual's pathway. This thesis has defined many individual 

pathways using the collective structural model of the web. The networks 

of New Age spiritualities affirm our understanding of human uniqueness 

and also human interdependence. Keats, when only twenty-two years 

old, addressed this very perception with the assertion that "every human 

might become great, and humanity instead of being a wide heath of furze 

and briars, with here and there a remote Oak or Pine, would become a 

great democracy of forest trees" (cited in Mascar6,1965: 24). 
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My investigations into New Age spiritualities recognise the diversity and 

individual distinctions of the field. My research also shows that there is a 

model for mapping the territory. The web model works at micro and 

macro levels. Individuals' pathways between multiple religious traditions, 

as they adopt, engage with, and discard ideas and practices can be 

described using this model. The connections and networks of 

organisations are also amenable to the structure of the model. My 

empirical study provides concrete examples of the many ways the 

threads connecting individuals and organisations are made. New Age 

spiritualities are a vibrant form of contemporary religiosity, and their 

dynamic webs extend into postmodern culture with renewed expressions 

of spirituality and creativity. 
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Appendix A 

SURVEY OF SPIRITUALITY 
Dear Course Participant, 
Your help would be gratefully 
appreciated in completing this 
questionnaire. It is the first survey of 
its kind in the South West and you 
will be making a valuable 
contribution to knowledge of 
people's ideas about spirituality and 
how the networks of information 
work. The research is part of a 
sincere investigation being carried 
out by a research student at the 
Department of Theology and 
Religious Studies at Bristol 
University. Jeff Allen (Psychology of 
Vision) generously supports this 
project and the findings will be 
shared with him. 
We hope you will participate in this 
important project and that you will 
enjoy completing the questionnaire. 
All respondents will be completely 
anonymous - so feel free to express 
your opinions in the spaces 
provided. Please circle the 
responses which are right for you, 
and write comments in the spaces. 
Every question counts, so please try 
to complete all the sections. 
Thankyou for your help. 

01. Would you consider yourself to 
be a spiritual person7 

YES NO 
02. In your opinion, are there 
various types of spirituality - eg New 
Age spirituality, Buddhist spirituality, 
Christian spirituality - or is spirituality 
universally the same7 

VARYING TYPES THE 
SAME 
03. In a few words describe what 
you mean when you use the word 
"spirituality" 

......................................................... 

04. Are you actively pursuing a 
spiritual path? 

YES NO 
05. Do you meditate? 

YES NO 
If YES, how often? 
MORE THAN ONCE A DAY 
OCCASIONALLY ONCE A DAY 
EVERY FEW DAYS 
Q6. What spiritual discipline(s) or 
teaching has had the greatest 
influence on your life? (Please 
state/list) 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
&. Is there any difference between 
being religious and being spiritual? 

YES NO 
Please explain 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
......................................................... 
68'. Are you a member of any 
traditional religious group (eg 
Christian, Muslim, Sikh)? 

YES NO 
If YES, please state which 
......................................................... 09. How do you pursueldevelop 
your spiritual path? 
WORKSHOPS LECTURES 
ALONE RETREATS 
FESTIVALS INFORMAL GROUPS 
INFORMALLY WITH FRIENDS 
NONE OF THESE 
010. How many of the following 
types of events (approximately) 
have you visited in the last 12 
months in order to develop your 
spirituality? 
WORKSHOPS LECTURES 
RETREATS FESTIVALS 
FORMAL GROUP MEETINGS 
Please give examples 
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0111. Do you follow a particular 
spiritual teacher or teaching? 

YES NO 
If YES, please state name(s) 
......................................................... 

612. Do you follow more than one 
teaching, or teacher at a time? 

YES NO 
013. In what way would you say that 
adopting these ideas and practices 
might have positively changed your 
life? 
No change More spiritual 
More responsible More pleasurable 
More self-empowered More playful 
Happier More healed 
Moremeaningful Morefulfilled 
More loving More giving 
Other (please state) 
......................................................... 
........................................................ 014. Have there been any negative 
changes? (Please state) 

......................................................... 

.................... 015. Are you optimistic or 
pessimistic about the future of this 
planet? 

OPTIMISTIC PESSIMISTIC 
016. Do you feel that humanity is in 
the process of a major 
transformation? 

YES NO 
017. Would you describe any of 
your views as "New Age"? 

YES NO 
If NO, how would you describe your 
beliefs (eg Alternative, New Era, 
Radical) 

......................................................... 

......................................................... 0118. In a few words please describe 
what you think the New Age is? 

......................................................... 

ýiI Do you believe there has been 
a rise in New Age ideas and 
practices in the last few years? 

YES NO DONT KNOW 

If YES, then have you any ideas 
what might be causing a rise of New 
Age ideas (Please state) 
......................................................... 

........................................................ 020. How do you communicate with 
other like-minded people? Do you, 
Talk informally Go to meetings 
Write to/for magazinestbooks 
Keep quiet about your beliefs 
Other (eg in your work, or by making 
art) 

.................................................... 021. Do you think It is important to 
share your spiritual beliefs? 

YES NO 
022. One commentator has labelled 
the New Age Movement as the 
"Self-Religions". Is this a good 
description? 

YES NO 
Please explain 
......................................................... 

......................................................... 

......................................................... 
&3. Are you a member of, or do 
you contribute to, any pressure 
group or alternative political 
organisation (eg Amnesty 
International, Green Party, Charter 
88, Vegan Society, Friends of the 
Earth etc)? 

YES NO 
If YES please list organisation(s) 
......................................................... 

you 
consider yourself to be "green, 
(Please ring one number on a scale 
0-9) 
NOT GREEN TOTALLY GREEN 
012345678 
9 
025. Which of the following are 
important parts of your spiritual 
beliefs7 
Channeling New Age Science 
Healing and Personal Growth 
Neo-paganism Ecology 
New Psychology Eastern Religions 
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026. Is the idea of a God or 
Goddess important in your 
spirituality? 

YES NO 
Please state how you refer to this 
ultimate being 

......................................................... 027. Is the approaching Millennium 
significant in your beliefs? 
SIGNIFICANT NOT SIGNIFICANT 
PARTLY SIGNIFICANT 
028. Please list the 5 most 
important beliefs or ideals in your 
spirituality (they need not be ranked 
in order) 

029. Would you please name 
individuals whose ideas have had an 
important influence on your life: 
BY CONTACT (Please list) 

......................................................... 

......................................................... BY THEIR WRITINGS (Please list) 

......................................................... 

......................................................... 

......................................................... 

......................................................... 

............................................. 030. In general, how do you find out 
about events related to spiritual and 
personal development? 
POSTERS FLYERS 
WORD-OF-MOUTH RADIO/TV 
MAGAZINESINEWSPAPERS 
031. In general, how do you come 
across new Ideas related to spiritual 
and personal development? 
POSTERS FLYERS 
WORD-OF-MOUTH RADIO/TV 
MAGAZINES/NEWSPAPERS 
BOOKS 
032. Do you pass on information to 
other people about new, exciting 
ideas? 
ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER 
033. Do you tell other people about 
exciting courses/lecturestworkshops 
or personal experiences which you 
have been involved in? 
ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER 

C134. How important is it for you to 
share your ideas and experiences 
with other people? 
NONEEDTOSHARE 
SOMENEEDTOSHARE 
IMPORTANT TO SHARE 
If you feel there is any need to 
share please explain why you 
believe this 

............................... 035. Which in your experience, 
have been the most effective means 
for sharing information about 
spiritual ideas and events? 
POSTERS FLYERS 
WORD-OF-MOUTH RADIO/TV 
NATIONAL PAPERS BOOKS 
LOCAL PAPERS LOCAL EVENTS 
NATIONAL GATHERINGS 
OTHER (Please specify) 

Would you please provide some 
facts about yourself: 
Are you MALE FEMALE 

PARTNERED SINGLE 
What is your age? UNDER 18 

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 
55-64 OVER 65 

What is your approximate annual 
income? 
UNDER E5,000 E5,000-E9,999 
E10,000-E14,999 E15,000-E19,999 
F-20,000-C29,999 OVERE30,000 
What is your occupation (Please 
state) 
......................................................... The Information given In this 
questionnaire is confidential. 
However, if you feel able to answer 
a possible further set of questions (1) 
I would appreciate a contact address 
and number - thankyou. 

......................................................... 

.................................... Tel: ................................................... THANKYOU VERY MUCH FOR 
PARTICIPATING IN THIS SURVEY. 
PLEASE FOLD THE FORM AS 
INDICATED, AFFIX A STAMP AND 
POST. NO ENVELOPE IS 
REQUIRED. YOUR HELP AND 
TIME IS VALUABLE AND MUCH 
APPRECIATED. 
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Appendix B 

Important Influences on the Sample 

A simple number count of individuals and publications who were cited in 

the Survey of Spirituality questionnaire as influential, in response to 

question 29, is given below. The great variety and low incidence of 

repeated names indicates the diffusive nature of spiritual practices and 

interests within New Age spiritualities . This diversity is in accord with the 

multivocal polycentric notion of multiple networks. It also represents the 

extraordinary growth in the New Age market, in publications especially. 

In 1994 Mike Considine and Andrew Ferguson produced a study of the 

New Age market which showed considerable expansion in the products 

available for those involved in New Age spiritualities. They estimated, "3 

million therapy clients, 2.5 million magazine readers, 300,000 workshop 

participants and ... 3.5 million books tapes and other products". They 

concluded that "a reasonable figure for the hard core membership of the 

New Age market [in the UK] is 4.5 million people, 10% of the adult 

population" (1994: 160). It should also be noted that the low incidence of 

repeated names exemplifies a diversity in the sample as well as the 

proliferation of spiritual, New Age self-help texts currently available. 

Bv Contact Bv their Wftý 

Chuck Spezzano 6 Bhagwan Rajneesh/Osho 6 
Friends 6 Louise Hay 6 
Christ 2 Chuck Spezzano 6 

Jeff Allen 2 Kahlil Gibran 5 
Teachers 2 CS Lewis 4 
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Bv Contact Bv their Writinqs 

Charles Paul Brown M Scott Peck 3 
Leo Rutherford Richard Bach 3 

Children Carl Rogers 2 
Partner Krishnamurti 2 
Father Marianne Williamson 2 
Buddha Quakers 2 

Elizabeth Kubler-Ross Carl Jung 2 
Diana Cooper Lao Tse 2 
Mother Meera Julia Cameron 2 

Babaji Dalai Lama 2 
Kim Coe Barbara Brennan 1 

Robert D'Aubigny Susan Jeffers 1 
Gabrielle Roth Bible 1 

Kathryn Gilbank Dan Millman 1 
Roger Ford Caroline Myss 1 
Kaye Solisti Rumi 1 
Krishnamurti Celestine Prophecy 1 

Maggie Peters 1 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross 1 
Sacred Heart Nuns G. Larson 1 
Namgyal Rinpoche Mother Teresa 1 

Anamo Sai Baba 1 
Patrick Whitefield Carol Anthony 1 

E. P Thompson Marion Woodman 1 
Ram Dass Esther Harding 1 

Elizabeth Hinn Annie Wilson 1 
John Deruiter David Cousins 1 
Richard Smith Dolores Cannon 1 
John Samways George Trevelyan I 

Ronan O'Conner T. C. Lethbridge 1 
Julia Perrier Ken Wilber 

Sangharakshita Steven Levine 
Maura Sills Christine Feldman 

Sheila Yeger Alan Watts 
Val Phillips Sheldon Kopp 
Musicians John Murray 

Mansukh Patel Sogyal Rinpoche 
Robin Hodgkin Yukid Mishima, 

Fritjof Capra 
Erich Fromm 
Ken Keyes 
Stuart Wild 
Karl Marx 

Nachman of Bratslav 
Nichiren Daishonin 

Donald Neale Walsh 
Paolo Coelho 

A. A Milne 
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Bv Contact Bv their Writinas 

Medieval Mystics 
Maya Angelou 

Carlos Castaneda 
Antoine de Saint-Exupery 

E. F Schumacher 
Susie Orbach 
R. Winnicottt 
Joni Mitchel 

Shakti Gawain 
Jan Phillips 

Rupert Sheldrake 
Mansukh Patel 

Silver Birch 
Bernie Siegel 
Edgar Cayce 

Eric Berne 
Ernest Gellner 
St. Augustine 
George Fox 

Thomas Aquinas 
Tom Davies 

NB Sample size: 60 
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Appendix C 

Spiritual Beliefs and Ideals 

The table below is constructed from the responses of the entire sample 

to question 28: "Please list the 5 most important beliefs or ideals in your 

spirituality (they need not be ranked in order)". The collection of 

concepts, beliefs, Weals and values is constructed on a thematic, rather 

than a typological, principle. I have attempted to represent the views of 

the research sample while organising them into loose groups of familial 

relationship. The phrases are taken from the responses of the sample, 

though they do not represent all the variations of phrasing. A number of 

the questionnaires did not have full lists of five important beliefs or 

ideals. My reading of some responses suggested they were repeating a 

similar theme, in which case I selected only one of the given ideas. 

Examples of Stated Beliefs/ 
IdealsNalues 

Numerical 
Incidence 

Love 17 
Compassion 8 
Happiness, joy 7 
Healing, self-healing 7 
Responsibility to the environment 6 
Growth 5 
Honesty 5 
God is in us all, human as divine 5 
Living in the present, perfection of present 5 
Peace 4 
Kindness 4 
Self-direction, personal responsibility 4 
Use of visionary and personal experience 4 
Miracles, Angels, Spirits 4 
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Examples of Stated Beliefs/ 
IdealsNalues 

Numerical 
Incidence 

God created all that is 4 
Personal responsibility 4 
Creative action, art 3 
Equality 3 
Forgiveness 3 
Respect 3 
Reincarnation 3 
Interconnecteaness 3 
Generosity 3 
Christian theology 3 
Acceptance, go with the flow 3 
Be true to self, self-knowledge 3 
Suffering can be meaningful 2 
Eternal soul, spirit 2 
Clarity 2 
Value of prayer 2 
Karma 2 
Vegetarianism 2 
Unity of religions 2 
Humility 2 
Community 2 
Christ is within me 2 
Only perfection is real 2 
World citizenship, no national boundaries 2 
Celebration of life, wonder 2 
Commitment 2 
Innocence and openness 2 
Not to steal or kill 2 
Justice 1 
Do not judge others 1 
No such thinq as failure 1 
Harmony and balance 1 
Self approval 1 
Positive thought 1 
What you reap you sow I 
Duality is illusion 1 
Impermanence 1 
Recognition of dark side 1 
Treading lightly 1 
Observing the seasons 1 
Wisdom 
Fulfilment 
Redemption 
Transubstantiation 
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Examples of Stated Beliefs/ 
IdealsNalues 

Numerical 
Incidence 

Awareness 
Faithfulness 
Humour 
1 can make higher choices 
Abundance 
Truth 
Simplicity 
Ineffable nature of God 
Trust 
Grace 
Holism 
Choice 
Understanding 

NB Sample Size: 60 
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