
  

 

 

Tilburg University

Review of the book Possession, Power and the New Age

de Groot, C.N.

Published in:
International Sociology

Publication date:
2011

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in Tilburg University Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
de Groot, C. N. (2011). Review of the book Possession, Power and the New Age: Ambiguities of Authority in
Neoliberal Society, M. Wood, 2007. International Sociology, 26(5).

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/81850b8e-5ac3-49fc-94d1-cb5ea9f484e8


 http://iss.sagepub.com/
International Sociology

 http://iss.sagepub.com/content/26/5/683
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/02685809110260051004

 2011 26: 683International Sociology
Kees de Groot

£50.00
Perspective series, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007; 203 pp.: ISBN 9780754633386,
Authority in Neoliberal Societies, Theology and Religion in Interdisciplinary 

Matthew Wood, Possession, Power and the New Age: Ambiguities of
 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

On behalf of:
 

 
 International Sociological Association

 can be found at:International SociologyAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 
 

 
 http://iss.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://iss.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://iss.sagepub.com/content/26/5/683.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 What is This?
 

- Sep 22, 2011Version of Record >> 

 at Tilburg University on October 10, 2011iss.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://iss.sagepub.com/
http://iss.sagepub.com/content/26/5/683
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.isa-sociology.org/
http://iss.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://iss.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://iss.sagepub.com/content/26/5/683.refs.html
http://iss.sagepub.com/content/26/5/683.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://iss.sagepub.com/


Reviews: The many faces of religion 683

authenticity as related to the Christian message. Thus, globalization has intensified 
the debate between universalism and particularism when the national identities are 
threatened in face of a monster that wants to swallow them. 

The situation of local Churches is viewed with distrust and ambiguity by the Vatican. 
Linden recalls the statements made by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger – now Benedict XVI – in 
the 1990s when he worked in the Holy See and advocated the position that Christianity is 
in itself a culture. The author’s analysis also covers the years of the papacy of John Paul 
II and his foray into the world. Linden concludes his book by reviewing his initial meta-
phor on the four types of the Catholic Church reducing them to two types: the Church as 
it is in its human frailty and the Church with its desire to be a theological construction.

Reading this book is essential for an understanding of interdisciplinary contributions 
to the sociology, theology, history and political science of religion.

Sílvia Regina Alves Fernandes is Professor of the Social Sciences at the Federal Rural University of 
Rio de Janeiro (UFRRJ), Multidisciplinary Institute, and formerly research coordinator at the 
Centre for Religious and Social Researches – CERIS. Her studies have focused on Catholicism, 
charismatic renewal, theology of liberation, life religious, youth and religion and modernity, and 
she has published articles about Catholicism and the religious scene in Brazil. A recent book is 
Young Religious and Catholicism: Choices, Challenges and Subjectivities (Rio de Janeiro: Quartet, 
2010). Address: Rua Uruguai, 534 apto. 202, 20510-060, Tijuca, Rio de Janeiro, RJ, Brazil. Email: 
silviafernandes@ufrrj.br

At a Glance
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Often, New Age and an interest in spirituality are associated with the rejection of reli-
gious authority in favour of the location of authority in the Self (see Heelas and Woodhead, 
2005). But how individualistic is the ‘new spirituality’? Matthew Wood spent 24 months 
as a PhD student among a network of so-called New Age groups in Nottinghamshire: a 
meditation group, channelling workshops, the regional fair and also, a spiritualist healing 
circle, an anthroposophical group and an occult study group. This extensive fieldwork, 
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and a thorough analysis of the theoretical literature (Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu) 
led him to dispute various claims about the New Age, the first being that there would be 
‘an area of religious belief and practice’ that can be described as such. The second claim 
he refutes is that in this area, or ‘holistic milieu’, the subjective experience of one’s own 
life replaces the adherence to a religion whose representatives (religious experts) tell 
people how to live. 

It appeared that ‘religion’ and ‘spirituality’ were hardly distinguished by the people he 
met, an impression sustained by quantitative studies. They did undergo a process in their 
lives, however, in which the role of ‘formative’ religious authorities weakened. Wood 
described the network he studied as relatively ‘unformative’, meaning that the teachers, 
leaders and therapists had low control over the religious habitus of the participants. The 
reason for this, according to the author, is not the absence of authority, but the ‘presence 
of multiple authorities’ (p. 157). Participants in the network deal with various authorities, 
as they do in their work-life. At this point, the neoliberal society that is mentioned in the 
title comes in. Wood identifies his respondents as mainly belonging to the ‘professional-
izing working class’ and suspects therefore a ‘status ambiguity’. Coming from a working-
class background, but educated, they aspire to a middle-class lifestyle. This ambiguous 
position corresponds with their position in the Nottinghamshire network. Coming from a 
religious background, they are now more active in selecting which authorities they subject 
themselves to, to what extent, for how long and how frequently. Possession, experiencing 
a direct link with divine powers, for example by channelling, is a way for individuals to 
get access to religious power themselves, which is incidentally legitimated by others. True 
to Bourdieu’s vocabulary, the author interprets this as a homology between fields.

This is a polemical volume. The central thesis is sustained by qualitative empirical 
data that are presented in a narrative, rather than in a systematic way. The practices that 
are described demonstrate how important the power of experts is in the alternative milieu. 
The critique on sociologists who uncritically replicate emic accounts of the role of 
authority is convincing. The discussion of Bourdieu’s field theory is an adaptation rather 
than a critique. By focusing on a sphere where the struggle for the ‘monopoly on goods 
of salvation’ is absent, as is the desire for formation, the author puts the sphere that 
Bourdieu regarded as marginal in the centre. More established formative groups, such as 
the anthroposophical group, are then considered as ‘peripheral’. 

Remarks on the societal context of the network are speculative. These would have 
constituted an interesting epilogue, but as a claim about religion in neoliberal societies 
the argument is not yet strong enough. However, there is probably no authority in soci-
ology who can give decisive judgements on that, I suppose. To my mind, this book is a 
valuable contribution to the sociology of religion.
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