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Abstract. Some practices in alternative spiritualities – for example, New Age and neo-
paganism – have been criticized by social commentators and some indigenous people
for their appropriation of indigenous cultures, such as those of Australian Aborigines
and North American Indians. This article argues that appropriation is not limited to
indigenous cultures but is part of a larger phenomenon, that of cultural consumption
of selected parts of history. This cultural consumption is not confined to history but
extends to contemporary popular culture; for example, groups who find spiritual
inspiration in the stories of H.P. Lovecraft (Cthulhu mythos), vampire stories and the
science fiction (SF) novel by Robert Heinlein, Stranger in a Strange Land, which
inspired the Church of All Worlds. This article provides an insight into the cultural
consumption of history and popular culture by people involved in alternative
spiritualities. It is argued that this eclectic cultural consumption produces new and
subjective myths in contemporary western culture.
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INTRODUCTION
People involved in alternative spiritualities are part of what Bauman (1998)
calls postmodern religions and, more specifically, consumer religions. They
consume products for the dual purpose of sensation gathering and sensation
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enhancement. They can visit a New Age healing centre for a few days,
participate in a ‘vision quest’ and be initiated in shamanism, buy crystals and
indigenous paraphernalia, learn astrology, etc.These objects for sale – books,
tarot cards, crystals, CDs, aromatherapy products, etc. – have long lost any
taint of the demonic and have become common products. New Age
festivals and psychic fairs proliferate. Consultants, tarot card readers,
clairvoyants and so on, offer their services not only in specialist shops and
fairs, but also in more conventional venues (such as craft shops and galleries)
and craft markets, as well as from private homes. Many conventional book
and music shops often have a counter dedicated to New Age books and
recordings. An array of popular journals, magazines and fanzines diffuse
New Age discourses; in the US, there are 100 New Age magazines and also
New Age radio stations (Heelas, 1993: 112). These practices and beliefs are
part of what Eleta (1997) terms ‘popular magic’, which she believes has
become a consumer product in contemporary society. Studies by Heelas
(1993), Roberts (1994), Hill (1992), Van Hove (1999) and York (1999b)
underline a strong correlation between New Age,neo-liberal capitalism and
globalized consumer culture which has seen increasing prominence within
(post)modern societies.1 However, this consumption of sensations is not
restricted to commodities and services. Following Featherstone’s (1991)
work, it can be extended to the consumption of signs and texts, and more
specifically in this article, to signs and texts found in indigenous culture,
history and popular culture. This will be addressed after investigating these
so-called ‘New Agers’.

Who are these religious and consuming actors? From 1996 to 1997, I
interviewed 35 people from Melbourne who could commonly be
described as New Agers. They were involved in practices such as astrology,
automatic writing, (western) Buddhism, channelling, crystals manipulation,
feminist spirituality, meditation, naturopathy, numerology, palmistry, Reiki,
spiritualism, Tantrism, tarot cards, or urban shamanism. However, 25 (71%)
of the participants criticized New Age and 3 (9%), even if they were not
opposed to it, did not consider themselves as New Agers. One of the many
negative comments was:

It’s like a train labelled New Age and everybody’s jumping on it.
And it started off very good, a very good term. But now there’s
a lot of people out trying to make big money on it for all the
wrong reasons.

The term creates problems when used in the field of research. As Lewis
and Melton (1992) state:
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For any one researching the new age movement, the reflections
found in ‘Is “new age” Dead?’ raise several important issues. In
the first place, because individuals, institutions, and periodicals
who formerly referred to themselves as ‘New Age’ no longer
identify themselves as such, studies built around a distinction
between New Age and non-New-Age become more complex.
(p. 2)

The term ‘New Age’ also lacks a clear connotation in the academic
literature and among New Age spokespersons listed by York (1995: 48–88),2

such as MacLaine and Gayce.
While it could be argued that the term New Age is dead, this popular

and often misused word seems very much alive. Another problem is that
this term is very often used as a meronymy – that is, as the single descrip-
tor for a range of distinguishable religious phenomena of which it is only
a part. However, York (1995) separates neo-paganism from New Age and
in Possamaï (1999b), I argued that New Age and neo-paganism are only
parts of a larger spirituality that I have called perennism and that includes
more than these two subgroups.

Perennism is a term that attempts to respect the local reality of the
participants I interviewed and that is used as a heuristic tool for describing
alternative spiritualities, a term used in preference to the hermeneutically
deficient term ‘New Age’ (Possamaï, 2001). Perennism is a syncretic spiri-
tuality with three main characteristics:

(a) the world is interpreted as monistic (the cosmos is perceived as having
deeply interrelated elements with a single ultimate principle,being,or force,
underlying all reality). The notion of dualism, e.g. mind/body is rejected;
(b) perennists attempt to develop their potential human ethic (actors working
towards personal growth);
(c) followers of perennism are engaged in a search for spiritual knowledge
(personal development through a pursuit of knowledge,whether it is know-
ledge of the universe or of the self, the two being sometimes interrelated).

Defining perennists as practitioners of perennism or people involved in
alternative spiritualities, this article analyses their cultural consumption of
indigenous culture, history in general and popular culture. By cultural con-
sumption, I refer to practices of selectively borrowing,or even shopping for,
cultural content.

Possamaï / Cultural consumption and alternative spiritualities
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CULTURAL APPROPRIATION OF INDIGENOUS CULTURE
According to Mick Dodson (1994), the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Social Justice Commissioner, indigenous people are often roman-
ticized and ‘exoticized’. As he elaborates:

Indigenous people are used to create a counterpoint against
which the dominant society can critique itself, becoming living
embodiments of the romantic ideal, which offers a desolate
society the hope of redemption and of recapturing what it feels
it has lost in its march forward. Those who wish to present a
critique of individualism point out that Aboriginality is about
community; those who wish to highlight the detrimental effects
of industrialisation on the environment point to Indigenous
people as the original conservationists. We present a remaining,
though strategically distant, image of what has been lost, and
what could be regained.

More specifically to this article, perennists seem to show an interest in
indigenous culture, and this creates further problems. According to anthro-
pologist Diane Bell (in Richards, 1995):

. . . we’re talking about highly problematic renditions of beliefs
and life ways and people, spiritual selves being put into books,
being put onto tapes, being put onto videos, sold across the
counter to hungry, desperate people who have very little
understanding of what’s really going on and in many ways don’t
want to know. . . . It is insidious and dangerous. (p. 61)

In addition, some commentators (for example,Cuthbert and Grossman,
1996, Marcus 1996 and the American Indian Movement [AIM]; see also
Lewis in Miller, 1995: 384) emphasize the power relation in ‘cultural appro-
priation’ – that is, the processes by which meanings are transformed within
specific hierarchical structures of power, and in this case within the struc-
tures of race (Marcus, 1998). These commentators see the New Age as a
quest for cultural inclusiveness that erases all difference and that often
reduces indigenous practices to shallow therapeutic devices. For these
authors, this quest invades the space of Aboriginal people, is neo-colonial-
ist and is a romantic ‘expropriation’ of Aboriginal culture that avoids and
even undermines issues such as land rights and self-determination. The
claim that these perennists can be like ‘indigenes’ appears to be an attempt
to appropriate an identity that is now a source of power.

In my fieldwork, I discussed indigenous culture with several participants.
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Susie was very interested in Aboriginal spirituality and wanted to learn
more from it:

. . . feeling like this whole country [Australia] has kind of been
abused a lot and that both on a practical and on a spiritual level
you have to bring some of its traditional culture back.

Another participant, Elisabeth, thinks it is questionable to appropriate
and commodify indigenous culture. Both desire to learn about indigenous
spirituality, but only from indigenous people. On the other hand, Lynne
Hume (2000) discovered that:

. . . it is not only Westerners who are making connections
between the ‘New Age’ and Aboriginal worldviews [but some]
individual Aborigines are [also] offering New Age-style
workshops of self-discovery, using New Age rhetoric and
practices’.3

Thus we have two oversimplified points of view. On the one hand,
(some) indigenous people and (some) social commentators challenge the
expropriation/merchandization of indigenous culture. However well
intended, the appropriation of indigenous culture appears to be a form of
cultural genocide that destroys such traditions. On the other hand, it seems
that (some) perennists appropriate indigenous culture, but on a self-
perceived peaceful and respectful level. Those subscribing to the former
position appear to focus on the production and distribution of these expro-
priations (i.e. selling of merchandises) but not their reception by (some)
people (i.e. the consumption of these merchandises). It could thus be argued
that it is reductionist to analyse the perennist production of indigenous
culture by first, thinking that social actors receive the message passively and,
second, believing that they are greatly influenced by it. Inspired by De
Certeau (1988) and by my fieldwork, the perennist commodified version
of indigenous culture is not received passively, but is contested and again
reappropriated. Thus, perennists seem to resist the notion that production
of indigenous merchandise could be seen as cultural appropriation. For this
reason, (some) perennist actors are working towards an ethics of appropri-
ation that, it is hoped, will not pose a threat to indigenous cultural integrity
and survival, and that will challenge unintended forms of racism (see, for
example, Gallagher, 2000; Taylor, 1997).

However, as I argue in the next section, cultural consumption of
indigenous culture is part of a wider trend, that of cultural consumption of
history in general. I do not mean to undermine the problematic involved
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with the production and consumption of indigenous culture. However, it
is beyond the scope of this article to explore the postcolonialist position-
ing on the spiritual appropriation of the Other, and to explore issues of
other appropriations, such as those of museums and ethnology. Neverthe-
less, my intention is to step back and analyse the wider picture of perennist
practices and focus on the social practice of these consuming actors.

CULTURAL CONSUMPTION OF HISTORY
Academics are aware of gaps in archaeological evidence, the unreliability of
some historical sources, and the limits to what can safely be inferred from
available data. While it could be argued that non-academic perennists dis-
respect, even romanticize, history, it does not have the same meaning for
them. As one perennist said: ‘It doesn’t matter about strict historicity – it
sets up a wonderful warm glow of hope. It helps you feel more integrated’
(Bowman, 1993: 152). Also, as found on a poster in a Celtic shop:

The words and images you see in this room are not about
academic accuracy, clever deduction of historic fact. They are
language of the heart that speaks to the heart. (p. 153).

A neo-pagan states that ‘history is, for us, only a source of inspiration to be
selectively drawn on’ (Harrow, 1994).4

In my fieldwork, I talked to Nicholas and his comment correlates with
the lack of interest in historical facts described earlier.

I believe in symbols. I believe in metaphors. Metaphors and
metaphysics is what I believe in. I don’t believe in facts. I don’t
believe in history. I don’t believe in those things.

The perennist reappropriation of the past is not objective historicism,
but subjective interpretation and sometimes invention of something about
which perennists know little can be said or proved but which feels right to
them. Perennist historical research is not universal historicism but an atom-
ization (or subjectivization) of history. Examining magic in contemporary
England, Luhrmann (1994) shows how magicians use symbols (images,
myths and stories) in a way that is relevant to their lives (pp. 252–3); history
can also become a symbol and be subjectively reinterpreted.

Could this be interpreted as a non-academic deconstruction of history
in which the almost free interpretation of the historian supports some novel
interpretation (Himmelfarb, 1989: 667)? Perennists seem to subjectively
reconstruct history into myths. These are presented as ‘poetic’ truths, i.e.
truths that are not presented as being ‘exact’ truths but that are available
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nevertheless to those who want to believe in them (Luhrmann, 1994:
259–65). In these myths, there is no satisfactory scientific accuracy. Rather
they make sense to the alogical – magical, intuitive – thinking of peren-
nists. In her research on the meanings of the past for spiritual actors in
Brittany, Ellen Bodone (1991) argues for this kind of appropriation of
history as a legitimating myth:

Yet since cultural forms are always socially constituted and
reinterpreted in light of historical and contingent concerns, all
traditions are, at some level,‘invented’. (p. 536)

However, if all traditions are ‘invented’, as is the case in perennism, they
are nevertheless expressed in a social context. For example, in the last
century, H.P. Blavatsky (the founder of the Theosophical Society), inspired
by Darwinism, was convinced that a subhuman type existed. She believed
that ‘the Australian and African aboriginals are such “narrow-brained” left-
overs, far inferior by nature to the “Aryans” who spearhead mankind’s evol-
utionary course’ (Roszak, 1976: 123). This, of course, differs from today’s
trend valorizing indigenous culture as explained in the previous section of
this article.

Perennists appear to select from history whatever suits them for their
ethos. This could be explained as an historical and intellectual bricolage à la
carte, following the notion of individuation of decisions presented by
Dobbelaere and Voyé (1990) in which people no longer accept a religious
set menu offered by traditional religions but are more interested in a religion
à la carte (pp. S4–S6). Describing these independent religious individualists,
Dobbelaere and Voyé argue that ‘the adage,“I think and I choose my beliefs
and practices to express my religious feelings” [has] a tremendous appeal for
them, and especially for intellectuals’. Following this line of thought, but
more specific to alternative spiritualities, Hanegraaff (1999) refers to an
eclectic private symbolism in which new religious/spiritual syntheses are
continually being created via individual manipulation of existing symbolic
systems.

In this case, perennists not only select their religion/spirituality à la carte
(Possamaï, 2000) as a main meal, but they also select parts of history as an
entrée. This subjective degustation of religion/spirituality and history is
digested into an even more subjective myth. Indeed, as Bloch (1998)
explains:

Traditionally, ‘mythology’ has been viewed as a body of stories
aimed at explaining the human condition, and which is
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well-known to a particular culture or society. However, in a
contemporary context, ‘mythology’ can be said to involve
stories or imagery known primarily to the self. Just as people
feel free to pick and choose from various world religious
traditions, they also feel relatively free to create a highly
personalized mythos that has explanatory power only in regard
to the self. (p. 99).

In this sense, myths can be understood as a set of images known pri-
marily to the self. Just as perennists feel free to choose their religions/
spiritualities and interpret/select parts of history, as they culturally consume
religion(s) and history, they also create their subjective mythology.

It is possible at this stage to refine the definition of cultural consump-
tion. If cultural appropriation is defined as processes by which meanings are
transformed within specific hierarchical structures of power, it could be
argued, in the light of what has just been discussed, that cultural consump-
tion could be explained as processes by which meanings are transformed
within the self. This cultural consumption can, of course, lead to an (unin-
tended) cultural appropriation.The appropriation of indigenous culture has
already been explored and it is worth mentioning that the cultural con-
sumption of history can have the same effect. As an example, it has been
argued (Gallagher, 2000) that cultural consumption of Celtic history essen-
tializes, romanticizes and imbues with mysticism ‘Celticity’; this is perceived
as a racist appropriation that undermines struggles for land rights in Scot-
land, racism and poverty in Wales, war in Ireland, etc.

CULTURAL CONSUMPTION OF CONTEMPORARY POPULAR CULTURE
The eclectic consumption of indigenous culture and history also extends
to popular culture – for example, the consumption of science fiction (SF)
and horror narratives, and of contemporary spiritual novels such as The
Celestine Prophecy (Redfield, 1994).

The following examples – which do not lead to a form of cultural
appropriation – demonstrate how some SF narratives can be understood as
cultural reservoirs for the construction of subjective myths by perennists.
The Church of All Worlds (Cohen et al., 1987: 330), a neo-pagan group
founded in 1962 in the USA, partly bases its teaching on the Robert
Heinlein SF book Stranger in a Strange Land (1987) which tells the story of
a Martian living on earth with god-like powers. However, this group is not
confined to the reading of this novel and even extends its consumption to
the Star Trek mythos. As one of their members states:
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This whole period (late 1960s) fell under the shadow of the
Damoclean Sword of impending nuclear holocaust, and a
dominant Christian culture that fully embraced an apocalyptic
mythos. For many of us, a powerful antidote to that mythos was
found in science fiction, and particularly Gene Roddenberry’s
Star Trek, with its Vulcan IDIC: ‘Infinite Diversity in Infinite
Combinations’. CAW [Church of All Worlds] and Green Egg
avidly embraced this vision of, as Roddenberry said,‘a future
everyone will want to be part of ’.5

Another movement clearly inspired by SF, and more specifically by
Ron Hubbard’s SF stories, is the Church of Scientology, which is some-
times referred to as the Science Fiction Religion (Cohen et al., 1987: 331).
Its founder, Hubbard, who was at that time a SF writer, began to describe
his religion/spirituality in the May 1950 issue of Astounding Science Fiction.

The Star Wars mythos is also idiosyncratically borrowed by individuals
to support their spirituality. As an example from my fieldwork, one of my
participants, Christina, spoke about a flow of energy that surrounds us, and
she made reference to the metaphor of the force from Star Wars:

It’s like if I can use a Star Wars term, you know. Just went to see
Star Wars again. It’s like you know they keep talking about this
force. That’s whatever word you want to use. I believe that’s
there and that’s not the physical body but the energy which
creates the physical body, and I believe it is there and that
somehow it can be tapped into.

There is an internet site which gives a detailed religious/spiritual expla-
nation of the force entitled: ‘A Way to the Force by Yoda of Dabobah’.6 In
Australia, the Star Wars Appreciation Society is attempting to establish Jedi
as an officially recognized religion and even planned to ambush the 2001
national census (Duff, 2001).

Other SF narratives popularized, or opened the doors of, extraordinary
perception and appeal to perennist construction of subjective myths: e.g.
the Star Trek series, which is a source of inspiration for some neo-pagan
perennist groups (Hume, 1997: 55), ET (Rushing, 1985), The X-Files and
Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Introvigne, 2001). For Williams (1984), 2001: A
Space Odyssey is essentially a religious film and, according to DeMet (2001),
has been described by many viewers as a religious experience. Indeed, in
the last sequence of the movie, Kubrick (the director) stirs emotions, sub-
conscious and mythological yearning in the viewer (Agel, 1970: 161). In
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less than five minutes, he has the hero getting older and older, but then
reborn as a baby floating in the stars. Further, the newborn who floats
among celestial bodies, the star-child, not only reveals a new humankind of
high mental and spiritual development, but the music by Richard Strauss
also denotes the coming of a new knowledge that will be shared (the
descent of the mountain by Zarathustra). This new humankind (human
potential ethic), the coming of a new knowledge (spiritual knowledge) and the
correspondence between the child and the stars (monism) present a power-
ful symbolic synthesis of the triad of perennism introduced in this article.7

Horror stories can also provide a reservoir of cultural content to be
consumed by perennists. In 1966, in San Fransisco, Anton LaVey founded
the Church of Satan as a medium for the study of the Black Arts. In The
Satanic Rituals, LaVey (1972) refers to the metaphysics of H.P. Lovecraft.
H.P. Lovecraft wrote most of his weird fictional tales during the 1920s and
1930s. He developed a pantheon of gods, called the Great Old Ones, who
are waiting in secrecy before coming back to earth to conquer the human
race. Lovecraft always claimed that his stories were fictional and that he was
a total agnostic. However, believing that ‘fantasy plays an important part in
any religious curriculum’, LaVey (1972) developed some rituals for his
Church of Satan based on this fictional mythology. The following is an
extract from one of his ceremonies:

N’kgnath ki’q Az-Athoth r’jyarh wh’fagh zhasa phr-tga nyena
phragn’glu.

Translation: Let us do honor to Azathoth, without whose
laughter this world should not be.

The influence of Lovecraft is also felt in other groups such as the Order
of the Trapezoid,8 from the Temple of Set,9 which is a chivalric order of
knighthood. Also, groups such as the Temple of the Vampire10 and the
Order of the Vampyre11 base their religiosity on vampire fictions. As the
Order states on its internet site:

We are not looking at the blood-sucking gore that has made
Dracula and others like him the archetypical Vampyres of
legend. But we are looking at some of the alleged powers of the
creature, such as invisibility and manipulation.

Even if some members ritually suck blood from each other ‘from a finger
pierced’, their practice is only metaphorical vampirism (Introvigne, 1997).

Today, a visit to the ‘Gothic’ and ‘Vampyres’ internet sites reveals large
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numbers wanting to become vampires and gain superpowers.12 Even if the
vampire has been popular since the 19th century, ‘it has never had as per-
vasive an appeal in American popular culture as it has had in the past decade’
(Schopp, 1997: 232). For Auerbach (1995: 155), the character of the
vampire was revised in the 1970s, arousing a longing for personal trans-
formation. During this period, vampires were ‘more frightened than fright-
ening’ and became ‘at their worst, edifying,Superman-like rescuers’.13 Some
Gothic witches even have a strong affinity with vampires (Hume, 1997: 55).
The vampire can be attractive to fans because of its embodiment of power,
and can be a source of inspiration to perennists.

More specifically to neo-paganism, the literature labelled ‘fantasy’ seems
to express and explore pagan issues (Harvey,2000;Luhrmann,1994). J.R.R.
Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, Marion Bradley’s The Mist of Avalon, Brian Bates’
The Way of Wyrd, Terry Pratchett’s Discworld corpus – and even Gibson’s
cyber-punk Neuromancer and Wagner’s operas – contribute to neo-pagan
thinking. While there is no biblical text of reference in neo-paganism, the
construction of the pagan self entails reading works of fiction.These fantasy
books describe the pagan world and consequently contribute to the pagan
experience of the reader (Harvey, 2000).

Roszak (1976) finds in SF, sword-and-sorcery and, I should add, horror
fiction, an array of ‘romances enjoying an almost reverential respect as doors
of extraordinary perception’ (pp. 23–4). They all depict heroes and/or anti-
heroes meeting supernatural characters or travelling in fantasy worlds or, at
the very extreme, changing into supernatural creatures. Truzzi (1972) notes
the increasing use and familiarity with the paranormal in popular culture,
e.g. the phenomenon of teenagers spending the night ghost watching in
supposedly haunted houses. Truzzi reflected on the character of the witch;
once negatively stigmatized, witches are now perceived as glamorous by
middle-class children. ‘Glamorous’ horror literature also invades children’s
literature. Monsters and ghosts are no longer exclusively invented in order
to scare but also to entertain young readers. It appears that these stories have
tamed some of horror literature’s ‘supernatural entities’, and thus offer a
reservoir of cultural themes to be consumed by perennists.

In a more mainstream narrative genre, The Celestine Prophecy is a source
of inspiration for many people. The author of this novel, James Redfield
(1994), now has an internet site which promotes his new spirituality:

Our belief is that there is a growing worldwide interest in
spirituality that is creating a new spiritual awareness and culture
that will flourish in the new millennium. Yet we realize that no
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one person has the ultimate perspective and so, this Celestine
WebSite is dedicated to an ongoing spiritual discussion and the
dissemination of ideas throughout the world.14

There are other groups, independent of Redfield, who also use The
Celestine Prophecy as a metaphor for their spirituality, e.g. the New Civiliz-
ation Network:

. . . a global network of people visualizing a better world and
working on building it. A world of increased quality of life,
freedom, fun and inspiration for all. A world where the needs of
all of humanity are met.15

The group was formed on 13 March 1995 on the basis of an informal email
message in an internet discussion group which created a significant amount
of feedback and interest in developing their own site.

There are also internet sites developed by individuals and mainly used
as ‘vehicles for introducing themselves to the world, featuring photographs
and biographies that contribute to a careful construction of the self ’ (Smith,
1999: 88). More specifically to (cyber)perennists – perennists using the
internet to develop their spirituality – some of them present their idiosyn-
cratic view on alternative spiritualities, their subjective myths. These sites
often have links to other sites about spirituality or about works of fiction
supporting their view of life. Two examples of this type of site are
Quavajo16 and ‘New Age Insights on Spiritual Growth and Expanded Con-
sciousness’.17

The internet seems not only to provide people with access to popular
culture and discussion groups about popular culture from which perennists
can build their subjective myths, but it also enables perennists to express
their ever-evolving subjective myths. Koenig (2001) refers to this as the
‘McDonaldised Occult culture’, which ‘is an arena where anything goes, a
breeding-ground for conspiracy theories where half-truths are classed as
scholarly work’.

Arguably, popular culture – and some internet sites – offer a library of
myths (or narratives) to be consumed and idiosyncratically reconstructed
into subjective myths (or narratives) by its perennist readers.

This section analysed some forms of popular cultural consumption18

by practitioners of alternative spiritualities. It seems that for these social
actors, the real and the unreal have imploded, creating an unclear sense of
distinction between them. Baudrillard (1988) explains how this consump-
tion of history and popular culture reflects a simulated world in which these
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perennists might be more comfortable with the unreal than the real. In this
unreal world, works of fiction are thus used as sources of inspiration to be
selectively drawn upon.

CULTURAL CONSUMPTION AND LIPOVETSKY
Detailing people’s taste in culture in a (post/late modern) society in which
signs and symbols are innovated at a rapid rate – especially when perennists
are part of a spirituality that is not strictly confined to religious communi-
ties or churches, but is dispersed through many networks (Possamaï, 2000)
– leads to difficulties when trying to understand major trends in their
cultural consumption. There are neither ecclesiastics nor demarcated doxies
and rituals and, as Brown argues (in Lewis and Melton, 1992): ‘the prac-
titioners of [this spirituality] are more interested in experience than in doc-
trine, and belief systems are often amalgams of disparate doctrines based on
understanding realised through experience’ (p. 87). Their shared view
includes thinking mainly by affinity and refusing conventional systematic
deduction logic. As Green (1992) writes: ‘insofar as it becomes theory, or
system, it ceases to be New Age’ (p. 107).This idiosyncratic tendency causes
problems when trying to describe wider trends than that of the individual
construction of subjective myths.

Another overlapping problem is the extreme individualism of these
spiritual actors. In their discourse, perennist practitioners offer indetermi-
nacy rather than determinism, diversity rather than unity, difference rather
than synthesis, complexity rather than simplification.19As one of my
respondents declared:

The labels that we [spiritual actors] use tend to be unfortunately
widespread and because they’re being used by so many people
they have many different resonances in people’s minds.

The varying discourses of these actors read like a postmodern intertextu-
ality of imagination and interpretations through which the reader wanders,
and this complicates the task of understanding this cultural consumption at
a higher level than that of the individual.

Despite this difficulty, it is still possible to understand perennist cultural
consumption through the work of Featherstone (1991). He identifies three
types of theories of consumer culture: the first analyses consumerism as a
stage of capitalist development; the second is a more sociological concern
about how people delineate their class and status and how they create dis-
tinction via their consuming habits; and the third is concerned with the
creativity of consumer practices and how this leads to the aesthetic and
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emotional pleasure of consumption. Owing to the creativity involved in the
construction of subjective myths by perennists, this section concentrates on
the third theory, using the work of Lipovetsky (1987, 1993). Following this
(late/postmodern) approach, the consumer’s identity is viewed as undergo-
ing a process of unceasing construction.

For Lipovetsky (1987, 1993) consumption is about the construction of
individual identity. The French author gives an analysis of advanced
‘modern’ societies and argues that, if roles, norms and class were at the focus
of the older social world, we now live in a social world in which life is
organized around the individual as consumer. In this world, the individual
is autonomous, seeks his or her potential, constructs his or her identity and
takes part in the great adventure of the self.

Lipovetsky (1993) refers to a second revolution of individualism that
occurred in late modernity (what others would call postmodernity)20 which
is characterized by narcissism. In this revolution, the knowledge of oneself
is central (p. 91). Those caught up in these changes focus their attention
mainly on themselves and do not invest in ‘macro identities’ as much as in
the past. They focus on constructing their own identity and personality, and
on generating their own knowledge. As Heelas (1996) states: ‘with nothing
else to believe in, one is forced to come to believe in oneself and what that
has to offer’ (p. 143).

These new forms of sociability enrich the realm of private activity and
pleasures, and consist of the ramification of modes of individual consump-
tion; indeed, leisure time is extended and resources are predominantly
devoted to private consumption and pastimes.

It is tempting to bring the quest for understanding this cultural con-
sumption to a close by concluding that this construction of subjective myths
is essentially and exclusively individualistic; that there is nothing shared
except the exaltation of individual eclecticism. Lipovetsky (1987) would
describe this as a frivolous economy, i.e. consumers set their own goals
and design their own lives guided only by hedonistic values. These con-
sumers eschew available macro-identities. They are mobile and their tastes
fluctuate.

Since this consumer society is not restricted to material commodities
but to culture as well – the very element of consumer society (Feather-
stone, 1991: 85) – texts are consumed by the reader, construct who the
reader is, and (re)define the reader’s self. If malls are crowded with shoppers
who construct their sense of self through buying commodities, perennists
construct their sense of self, their subjective myth, through consuming
religions/spiritualities, indigenous culture, history and popular culture.
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Finding a rationale behind this consumption seems to be problematic.
Indeed, from this postmodern perspective:

. . . the individual consumer is not necessarily a coherent
subjectivity searching for particular rewards, but a more open-
ended form of identity that is neither intrinsically rational or
consistent. (Chaney, 1996: 76)

Does this lead us to a postmodern interpretation of this consumption
only? Is a sociological approach to perennist consumption limited to a
perspective that favours indeterminacy (except in regard to the self), diver-
sity, difference and complexity? Or can it offer a more modernist approach
uniting and synthesizing these perennists and their social practice, without
necessarily addressing issues such as roles, norms and class? For such a
modernist approach to succeed in analysing this contemporary trend it must
accommodate new concerns with multiple realities, shifting identities,
diversity, consumer culture and pluralism. The key for such an approach –
that goes beyond a postmodern perspective describing contemporary
society as only ‘heading towards a state of rapturous individualised expres-
sion’ (Edwards, 2000) – seems to analyse the consumption by perennists of
their own myths, that is the metacultural consumption of perennist myths.

METACULTURAL CONSUMPTION OF PERENNIST MYTHS
One eschatology in perennism is that of the Age of Aquarius. This para-
doxical grand narrative is now explored as a case study.

Astrology has many branches and schools with a wide variety of astro-
logical theories. One such theory (dealing with nations and people) was
called religious astrology by Le Cour (1995). Just as a chart can be drawn
for an individual, the same can be done for a society. Following Le Cour,
some modern astrologers claim that the sun changes its zodiacal sign every
2160 years, according to the astrological law of the precession of equinoxes.
This migration into another zodiac is supposed to create important modifi-
cations on earth; in fact, a profound modification of this type is about to
happen in the third millennium. The sun is leaving the zodiac of Pisces and
will gradually enter the zodiac of Aquarius, affecting the behaviour and atti-
tudes of every living creature. This is referred to as the coming of the Age
of Aquarius.

Based on this interpretation of the scripture of the stars, some
astrologers consume selective parts of history and reconstruct them into an
astrological narrative. The following is a summary account.

In the 9th and 10th centuries BC, the world was passing through the
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Age of Leo, the ruler of the sun. For these astrologers, this Age was there-
fore marked by worship of the sun. Then followed the Age of Cancer, a
water sign that was the cause of the Great Flood. Since Cancer is ruled by
the moon, this Age was characterized by moon cults and the worship of
female divinities. The Age of Gemini, 6000 to 4000 BC, saw the invention
of writing because Gemini’s ruler,Mercury, is the planet of communication.
The Age of Taurus brought worship of the bull and of the Golden Calf,
and the construction of pyramids, ziggurats and other important construc-
tions because, in astrology,Taurus is the fixed Earth sign. The Age of Aries
introduced ram worship. During this period, Abram changed his name to
Abraham – which means ‘coming from the ram’ or ‘son of the ram’. Then
came the Age of Pisces and the consequence of its appearance was the
growth of Christianity. The fish became a secret sign by which early Chris-
tians recognized one another in the midst of hostile nonbelievers.

Owing to the sun’s appearance during the vernal equinox in the zodiac
of Aquarius, humankind will be influenced in attitude and behaviour under
the Aquarian ‘totem’. Aquarians, in astrology’s own positive interpretation,
are brilliant and inventive and also persistent and determined. They are also
greatly concerned with helping others. It is therefore deduced from this
identity that the paradigmatic characteristics of the world in the Aquarian
Age will be orderliness, constructiveness and intelligence.

However, this Aquarian doctrine is not followed by every perennist
(Possamaï, 1999b). Several of my participants were anxious to dissociate
themselves from Aquarian history. Sarah is one of them and she finds a
certain arrogance in Aquarian history:

Sarah: I think it’s arrogant to think that things get better as we go
along and progress. We don’t progress. It’s cyclic . . . I think
we’re all heading for another kind of spiritual time. But we
could lose it and we probably will. Things seem to be cyclic.
You get so far and then you go back and as I said there’s
nothing we’ve got that I don’t think that people have had
before at certain times and in different cultures. Egyptian
culture, etc. It may be expressed in different ways,maybe not.
I don’t know, is there a word for being time centric?

Interviewer: Time centric?
Sarah: Rather than ego centric. Yeah well I think we do. . . . Well

you know how you can be ethnocentric and think that your
culture’s got it the best? . . . Yeah we can suffer from being
time centric, but I don’t know if there’s a word for it.
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Steve is disillusioned with some of the myths constructed in his circle.
Even if he used to believe in the Age of Aquarius, he never took it as a
fact, he only followed it mythopoetically.

Steve: The new eon, Age of Aquarius, new age are all the same,
utopian theme, are going in different names. Yeah definitely.
Very strong one in Western occultism is the new age. The
dawning of the age of the goddess or the dawning of the
age of the new aeon or the Age of Aquarius or the new age,
whatever. It’s a very important thing in it. Like the end of
the Age of Pisces, that stuff, yes. That’s a major feature of the
whole thing. I think everyone agrees on that one. They just
don’t agree where and when.

Interviewer: Do you agree that the new age will arrive soon?
Steve: I don’t believe any of that crap any more,
Interviewer: Used to?
Steve: I used to use it mythopoetically. I never believed in it factually.

Thus, for the purposes of this article, perennists valorizing this coming
age are termed ‘Aquarian perennists’. However, even among Aquarian
perennists there is no consensus on the date of arrival of this Age of Aquar-
ius and on the effect of this shift (Possamaï, 1999a).

From this case study of the Age of Aquarius, it can be argued that
perennists are meta-consumers of myths, i.e. they consume myths that are
created within their own spirituality. It can also be observed that some
perennists (Aquarian perennists) hope for a change in the near future,what-
ever the interpretation of this coming; however, other perennists (‘presen-
tist perennists’, Possamaï 1999b) tend to reject this grand narrative and focus
mainly on the present. There is another subtype of perennist actors who
are neo-pagan. They are not interested in any futuristic grand narrative but
are strongly inspired by premodern pagan values and lifestyles. If Aquarian
perennists are more concerned with pursuing a transcendent metaphysical
reality and bringing about a global transformation, neo-pagans favour
premodern values, do not search for global transformation per se and are
more oriented towards a sense of community. In contrast to Aquarian and
presentist perennists, neo-pagans view their spirituality as a nature-based
religion; they worship the Goddess and follow rituals and ceremonies
(Possamaï, 1999b;York, 1995).

Even if all perennists consume history and popular culture for their sub-
jective myth, they consume in a way that applies to their beliefs. Aquarian
perennists consume culture in a way that supports an evolutionary ethos
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(even if paradoxically they consume in a postmodern fashion); presentist
perennists – the most postmodern of the three subtypes (Possamaï, 1999b)
– consume culture for their subjective myth with a focus on the present;
and neo-pagans are more interested in consuming culture in a way that
makes their understanding of neo-pagan values and lifestyles more plausible.

These subgroups are ideal types and there is of course some overlap
between them; nor do they do preclude other types. However, they offer
us an understanding of three types of cultural consumption – not based on
the more usual social factors of class, age, gender and ethnicity but based
on the multiple reality of these actors consuming in accordance with their
beliefs – an understanding that helps this research to go further than just an
individualist consumption perspective.

CONCLUSION
This article explored the consumption of indigenous culture, history,
popular culture, and even of perennist myths,by some practitioners involved
in alternative spiritualities; some of this consumption leads to forms of
cultural appropriation. I have called these consumers perennists. They are
religious actors who interpret the world as monistic, who are attempting to
develop their human potential ethic and who are seeking spiritual knowledge.
It has been argued that perennists use these cultures more specifically to
construct their subjective myths; that is, a mythos that has explanatory power
only in regard to the self. This cultural consumption has been defined as
processes by which meanings are transformed within the self. However, this
cultural consumption can go beyond the self and can validate different
beliefs within perennism. Aquarian perennists (paradoxically) consume in a
way that justifies an evolutionary perspective, presentist perennists focus
mainly on the present and neo-pagan perennists consume in such a way
that it valorizes neo-pagan values and lifestyles.
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Notes
1. However, Heelas (1993) also refers to another wing of New Age that is not

involved in pro-capitalism, but is countercultural to modernity and not part of
capitalist mainstream culture.

2. York (1995) has analysed the spokespersons of NAS in a descriptive way and
discusses the fact that some of these people tend to eschew the designation ‘New
Age’ (p. 49). It is not my intention to summarize the works by Ram Dass, Edgar
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Cayce, Ruth Montgomery, Shirley MacLaine, etc; for such an analysis, see York
(1995).

3. An argument also followed by Pecotic (2001).
4. York (1999a) argues that the whole pagan movement in the West possesses

fictional origins.
5. ‘Oberon’s Editorial’ internet site:

http://www.greenegg.org/issues/123/oberonedit123.html, issue 123: 2 (5
January 2000).

6. Internet site:
http://www.quantumlight.com/theforce/writings/force/the_force.html (3
February 2000).

7. There have always been works of art supporting and rendering plausible a
perennist discourse (e.g. Faivre, 1992; Henderson, 1987). However, what is
important and new, is that these works are constituents of popular culture – a
culture highly valued in postmodernity (Featherstone, 1991) – and thus
contemporary mainstream culture.

8. Internet site: http://www.trapezoid.org/statement.html (18 April 2000).
9. Internet site: http://www.xeper.org/pub/tos/noframe.html (18 April 2000).

10. Internet site: http://home.netcom.com/~temple/vampire/html (18 April 2000).
11. Internet site: http://www.xeper.org/pub/tos/orders/VAM-ST.html (18 April

2000).
12. On an alternative note to that of the vampire, the internet has about 3,000 witch,

Wiccan and pagan sites (Soriano, 1999).
13. The author analyses different perceptions of the vampire and discovers that before

Bram Stoker’s novel, narrators of vampire stories (especially Byron) were not
repelled by this being: on the contrary, there was hope of becoming equally
extra-ordinary. Between Stoker’s Dracula and the 1970s, vampires were only
personified by their physical characteristics and did not offer any exaltation of
their transfiguring power.

14. Internet site: http://www.celestinevision.com (28 January 2000).
15. Internet site: http://www.newciv.org/ncn/ncnintro.html (28 January 2000).
16. Internet site: http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Delphi/ 2911/ (3 February

2000).
17. Internet site: http://home.earthlink.net/~den_is/ (3 February 2000).
18. According to McClure (1995), more studies of the spiritual themes of

postmodern fiction, which are evidence of powerful discursive shifts in modern
culture, now focus on the understanding of human experience in religious ways.
However, postmodern fiction is beyond the scope of this article.

19. Paraphrased from Rosenau (1992).
20. For Lipovetsky, the first revolution of individualism was brought about by

modernity, but this individualism was mainly restricted to the economic sphere
and to some avant-garde movements.
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