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Abstract  

 
This thesis explores the history of the New Age movement through a political 

analysis of influential New Age books. By drawing upon cultural, religious and 

American studies, and concepts from literary criticism and political science, a new 

understanding of the movement becomes possible. This thesis analyses the ideological 

representations and rhetorical strategies employed in both New Age literature and 

American presidential discourse. It is argued that their shared imagery and discursive 

features indicate that New Age writings derive their ideological underpinnings and 

textual devices from dominant beliefs of American nationalism.  

This historical examination begins with the Cold War in the late 1940s and ends 

with the 1990s. Each chapter traces parallels between a particular presidential discourse 

and New Age texts published in the same decade commencing with Dwight D. 

Eisenhower and The Doors of Perception and finishing with William J. Clinton and The 

Celestine Prophecy: An Adventure. It argues that the appropriation of particular 

spiritualities in New Age texts is closely related to contemporary American geo-

political interests and understandings. Major New Age spiritual trends are derived from 

regions, most often in the third world, which are considered to be under threat from 

forces such as Communism. New Age writings construct an imaginary possession of 

these worlds, reconfiguring these sites into frontiers of American influence.  

In particular, this study examines the influence of the jeremiads and the ensuing 

Monroe Doctrine and Manifest Destiny ideologies upon post-war national beliefs and 

the extent to which these understandings of nationalism inform New Age discourse. 

Representations of time and space, destiny and landscape, and self and other in these 

literary and political contexts are analysed. From this perspective, the eclecticism that 

marks the New Age can be historically understood as a shifting cultural expression of 

Cold War and post-Cold War political responses. Consequently, New Age literature is 

one of the means by which dominant American identity is reproduced and disseminated 

in what seems to be an alternative spiritual context.    

  

**** 
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Introduction  
 

 

The New Americans  
 

 

 
This is not a struggle for supremacy of arms alone. It is also a struggle for supremacy between two 

conflicting ideologies: freedom under God versus ruthless, godless tyranny.
1
   

  

 

For half a century now, a new consciousness has been entering the human world … one that realizes the 

best of our tradition – and creates a culture that has been the goal of history all along.
2
  

 

  

 

Empire of liberty and salvation3     

 The New Age today is an eclectic movement, incorporating a wide range of 

spiritual practices. Rituals from the use of Indian shamanism to calling upon aliens are 

observed and performed, and spiritual guidance in more worldly matters like improving 

human relationships and increasing wealth is adhered to. In a major cultural critique, 

The New Age Movement: The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of 

Modernity, Paul Heelas identifies a number of sectors within the movement. He writes 

that there are countless workshops and seminars on such diverse subjects as spirituality, 

channelling, clairvoyance, meditation, healing and health, financial success, creativity 

and manifestation, relationship guidance, parenting advice, amulets, crystals, and 

Eastern, native, and ancient celebrations and rituals.
4
 In “Counterculture Indians and the 

New Age”, Philip Deloria discusses the manner in which the New Age has “surveyed 

the traditions the world has to offer, mixing together Indian spiritual practices with Zen 

Buddhism, tantric exercise, wicca, [and] druidism”.
5
 Bruce J. Schulman, too, notes in 

The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics that a “broad 

range of beliefs and activities” are drawn from Western science, Eastern religions and 

                                                 
1
 Quote taken from a campaign speech Kennedy delivered in 1960. See James T. Patterson, Grand 

Expectations: The United States, 1945-1974 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 486. 
2
 James Redfield, The Celestine Prophecy: An Adventure (1993; Sydney: Bantam Books, 1999). See 

“Author‟s Note”.  All further references are to this edition. 
3
 The phrase “„empire of liberty‟” was used by Thomas Jefferson in relation to the leading role of 

America to democratise the world. See Steven W. Hook and John Spanier, American Foreign Policy 

Since World War II (Washington: CQ Press, 2000), p. 281.  
4
 Paul Heelas, The New Age Movement: The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of Modernity 

(1996; Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), p. 1. 
5
 Philip Deloria, “Counterculture Indians and the New Age,” in Imagine Nation: The American 

Counterculture of the 1960s and ’70s, eds. Peter Braunstein and Michael William Doyle (New York: 

Routledge, 2002), p. 178. 
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paranormal phenomena.
6
 As these examples show, research tends to analyse the 

movement‟s spiritual eclecticism from sociological or religious perspectives. 

While Heelas locates the New Age as an aspect of modernity in Western culture, 

his research also indicates an American influence on New Age identity. He explains the 

manner in which constructions of a “traditional self” have been displaced in Western 

culture in favour of two new paradigms.
7
 The first, “utilitarian individualism”, imagines 

the self as one that “„seeks to work out its own form of action by autonomously 

pursuing happiness and satisfying its wants‟”, and is “primarily established in the 

USA”.
8
 Heelas writes that this understanding of the self is mostly associated with the 

power of the mind and positive thinking.
9
 The second, the “expressive individualist” 

paradigm, represents the self as invested in a “much richer and authenticated account of 

what it means to be human”.
10

 As a result, he considers that the expressivist self which 

“valu[es] its own identity, its own freedom of expression, its own authority and agency, 

power and creativity, its own right to decide how to live the good life”, is the ideal 

which has informed New Age spiritualist philosophy.
11

 Of interest here is that while 

Heelas locates the utilitarian self as more specifically American, he positions 

expressivist identity as a general feature within Western culture. 
 
 

Yet an examination of these expressivist tenets of the New Age can be related to 

American constructions of self.  While concepts found in Western romanticism can be 

detected in the movement, Catherine Albanese and Julie Stephens outline the way in 

which American romanticism in particular, has played a significant role in the historical 

development of the New Age.
 
In her study of the 1960s counterculturalism, Stephens 

describes how nineteenth-century transcendentalism, a spiritualist movement with 

historical links to the modern New Age, was “a peculiarly American form of 

romanticism”.
12

 She continues, arguing that the New Age also valorises historical 

expressivist figures such as Thoreau and Whitman, who were “significant … in the 

nationalist American imagination”.
13

 Russell Chandler, too, claims that the 

Transcendentalists of the nineteenth century, such as Thoreau and Emerson, reworked 

                                                 
6
 Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New 

York: The Free Press, 2001), p. 96. 
7
 Heelas, pp. 155-156. 

8
 Heelas quotes Steven Tipton. See Heelas, pp. 155 and 166. Italics in original. Political theorists also 

discuss American democracy as “the freedom to pursue happiness”. See Joshua Muravchik, Exporting 

Democracy: Fulfilling America’s Destiny (Washington: The AEI Press, 1991), p. 3. 
9
 Heelas, p. 167. 

10
 Heelas, p. 156. Italics in original.    

11
 Heelas, p. 160. Italics in original.  

12
 Julie Stephens, Anti-Disciplinary Protest: Sixties Radicalism and Postmodernism (Cambridge, Eng.: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 54. 
13

 Stephens, p. 56.  
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Eastern religious texts, “moulding them to fit American standards of autonomy and 

individual determination”.
14

 Similarly, Albanese positions the New Age as a “version of 

American nature religion”.
15

 In his comment that “[s]piritualism … jumped the Atlantic 

and would enjoy notable success in Great Britain and France” by the twentieth century, 

another influential New Age theorist, J. Gordon Melton, considers the impact of 

American spiritualism on the New Age in its wider western contexts.
16

  

The American antecedents of the New Age movement that these critics identify 

have political implications. As Heelas writes, nineteenth-century American “New 

Thought” was a “hybrid of Transcendentalism, American „manifest destiny‟, and … 

optimism about the possibilities of self-improvement”.
17

 However, Heelas and Melton 

claim that the American fascination with spirituality, occultism and Eastern religions 

waned somewhat during the first half of the twentieth century.
18

 Yet there has been a 

rapid resurgence of these spiritual concerns over the course of the post-war period. 

Martin Katchen, for example, sees such an interaction occurring once more. He writes, 

“The New Age today … is a logical continuation of trends existent in American 

liberalism since the 1830s”.
19

 This thesis explores these political dimensions in detail.  

Academic scholarship on the New Age has also revealed that its writings play an 

important function within the movement. Deloria has argued that in order to access 

“exotic brands of knowledge … [l]ike their countercultural predecessors, New Age 

devotees rely on books to package the cultures they consume”.
20

 Heelas, too, writes that 

there is an “unacknowledged … canon, comprised … of books by and about the [New 

Age] teachers”.
21

 Similarly, Albanese considers New Age “literature and language” to 

be an important source for research.
22

 Inger Askehave offers a short summary of 

rhetorical metaphors employed in New Age writings, arguing that New Age ideology is 

                                                 
14

 While Chandler is not an academic, he had been an award-winning religious writer for the Los Angeles 

Times for the past eighteen years at the time of publication. See Russell Chandler, Understanding the New 

Age: Revised-Updated-The Most Powerful and Revealing Analysis of the New Age: Now with Discussion 

Guide (1991; Grand Rapids: Zonderan Publishing House, 1993), p. 45.  
15

 Catherine L. Albanese, “Fisher Kings and Public Places: The Old New Age in the 1990s,” Annals of 

American Academy of Political and Social Science 527 (1993), 134. 
16

 J. Gordon Melton, “New Age Transformed,” New Religious Movements. The Religious Movements 

Homepage Project @ The University of Virginia, The New Age in Historical Perspective, paragraph 12. 

http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/newage.html (accessed 8/8/05).   
17

 Heelas quotes John Lee. See Heelas, p. 167.      
18

 Heelas, p. 48. Melton positions the New Age as “revivalist” with its recent popularisation arising in the 

post-war period. See J. Gordon Melton, “New Age: An Introduction,” New Religious Movements. The 

Religious Movements Homepage Project @ The University of Virginia, paragraphs 1-3.  

http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/newage_intro.html (accessed 26/10/05).    
19

 Martin Katchen is quoted by Chandler. See Chandler, p. 49.  
20

 Deloria, p. 178.  
21

 Heelas, p. 207.  
22

 Albanese, 135. 

http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/newage.html
http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/newage_intro.html
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constructed through its linguistic techniques.
23

 These critical opinions open up a fresh 

approach to the study of the movement. As a genre, New Age literature can be 

understood as the representation of ideology expressed in particular literary 

conventions, and thus an analysis of its representations is important.  

What becomes apparent when examining the movement from this perspective is 

that the American influence which scholars trace is also evident in the writing of these 

texts. In particular, as with its spiritual predecessor, Transcendentalism, an engagement 

with American politics can be detected once more. Although the New Age movement 

represents itself as apolitical, it is possible to discern a shifting set of political 

commitments through an examination of representative examples of New Age literature, 

including those of its antecedents, the Beat and psychedelic movements, by situating 

these narratives within their political contexts. Building upon scholarly insights and 

suggestions such as these, this thesis will analyse the relationship between New Age 

literature and American politics since the onset of the Cold War. The connections 

between significant spiritual texts and politics give rise to a number of issues. What 

might be the nature of the relationship between New Age discourse and political 

rhetoric of the United States today? In what way might developments in American 

politics play a role in the eclectic nature of New Age representations?   

 

**** 

 

The New Age and the critics   

   A critical survey will now be undertaken of existing New Age scholarship 

across various fields from religious to gender studies. To begin with research on the 

place of the New Age in religious tradition, Wouter J. Hanegraaf‟s New Age Religion 

and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought examines the 

manner in which the range of practices is underpinned throughout by Christian 

Gnosticism.
24

 He argues that the development of the modern movement draws from the 

historical tradition of “Western esotericism”.
25

 Hanegraaf‟s study is particularly useful 

to those interested in the intellectual history of the New Age and its literature. It remains 

                                                 
23

 Inger Askehave, “If Language is a Game, These are the Rules: A Search into the Rhetoric of the 

Spiritual Self-Help Book If Life is a Game – These are the Rules,” Discourse and Society 15 (2004), 5-31. 

Askehave‟s essay does not, however, offer an explanation for the origins of the particular interplay 

between New Age language and ideology. 
24

 Wouter J. Hanegraaf, New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular 

Thought (Leiden: E .J. Brill, 1996). 
25

 Hanegraaf, p. 515. 
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one of the few available works that devotes attention to New Age texts.
 
 Hanegraaf 

states it is his intention to analyse examples of New Age literature, to “interpret the 

material ... from a historical perspective, in order to reach a comprehensive view on the 

nature of New Age religion”.
26 

His examination of New Age literature is divided into 

five main chapters: “Channeling,” “Healing and Personal Growth,” “New Age 

Science,” “Neopaganism,” and “New Age in a Restricted and in a General Sense”.
27 

 

The New Age texts that form the basis of Hanegraaf‟s critique, for example, Jane 

Roberts‟s Seth Speaks: The Eternal Validity of the Soul and Louise Hay‟s You Can Heal 

Your Life, are suited to his stated purpose.
28 

  

 Despite stating his intention to examine written sources, Hanegraaf does not 

provide a textual analysis of New Age writings other than to offer brief quotations. He 

does, however, include a short review of examples of sources he uses at the end of each 

chapter. Furthermore, although the majority of literary works chosen for his study 

originate in the United States, Hanegraaf does not examine the influence of American 

culture upon the discourse.
 
 Accordingly, Hanegraaf does not give reasons for the rise in 

popularity of particular expressions of the New Age. Rather, the increasing popularity 

of the movement is associated with the more generalised location of the New Age 

within Western religious tradition. The significance of the relationship between 

American culture and New Age discourse is omitted in favour of a discussion of the 

history of Western religious ideas. There are also cultural aspects of New Age ideology 

that Hanegraaf does not discuss. For example, issues of race receive little attention, 

despite the fact that much New Age writing depends upon the appropriation of other 

spiritualities. Nonetheless, his research provides historical linkages between New Age 

spirituality and Western religious beliefs. Since such beliefs form the bedrock of the 

American political process, Hanegraaf‟s text is important in this respect.  

 In “New Age Transformed”, Melton agrees that there is “very little about the 

New Age that [i]s new”.
29

 However, unlike Hanegraaf, he considers there are distinct 

ways in which the New Age differs from Christian thought.
 
 According to Melton, God 

is expressed in “impersonal terms” in the New Age, making the Divine “ultimately … 

                                                 
26

 Hanegraaf, p. 7. 
27

 Hanegraaf, p. 4. These chapters form Part One of the text.  
28

 Jane Roberts, Seth Speaks: The Eternal Validity of the Soul (1972; San Rafael, Calif.: Amber-Allen 

Publishing, 1994) and Louise Hay, You Can Heal Your Life (1984; Carlsbad, Calif.: Hay House Inc., 

2004). All further references are to these editions.  
29

 For instance, Melton discusses significant sectors of the New Age like astrology, channelling and 

herbalism which have formed major tenets of various religious practices in previous centuries. See 

Melton, “New Age Transformed,” The New Age in Historical Perspective, paragraphs 1-2. 
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unknowable”.
30

 Melton further adds that this unknowingness is best understood through 

the New Age preference for addressing spiritual entities, such as “angels” or “Ascended 

Masters” who dwell in regions between “this lower physical world and the ultimate 

Divine reality”.
31

 In turn, this spiritual paradigm undergoes modification throughout the 

various wings of the movement, as New Age adherents make contact with such entities 

by “visiting them (astral travel), communicating with their inhabitants 

(channeling/mediumship, meditation), or controlling them (magic)”.
32

 While research 

like that of Hanegraaf and Melton is important for articulating New Age religious 

theory, it does not account for changes in popular spiritual trends across given periods, 

nor account for variations in the literary expression of such spirituality. Furthermore, 

because these works of scholarship locate the New Age inside Western culture 

generally, historical linkages between specific American influences and the New Age 

are not discussed in depth, if at all.  

 There are ideological critiques from various cultural studies perspectives that 

often locate the New Age in relation to its American context. However, these tend to 

present a specialised critical interest. For example, Laura E. Donaldson‟s article, “On 

Medicine Women and White Shame-ans: New Age Native Americanism and 

Commodity Fetishism as Pop Culture Feminism”
 
is useful for understanding the 

gendering of racial issues embedded within New Age appropriations of American 

Indian culture.
33 

Lisa Aldred highlights the impact of New Age commodification of 

Native American traditions in “Plastic Shamans and Astroturf Sun Dances: New Age 

Commercialization of Native American Spirituality”.
34

 Their work complements 

research conducted by Philip Deloria who suggests that New Age representations of 

Indian cultures differ from earlier white constructions.
35

 Robert C. Fuller considers the 

American interest in holistic healing in “Unorthodox Medicine and American Religious 

                                                 
30

 Melton, “New Age Transformed,” The New Age in Historical Perspective, paragraph 7. 
31

 Melton, “New Age Transformed,” The New Age in Historical Perspective, paragraph 7. 
32

 Melton, “New Age Transformed,” The New Age in Historical Perspective, paragraph 7. 
33

 Laura E. Donaldson, “On Medicine Women and White Shame-ans: New Age Native Americanism and 

Commodity Fetishism as Pop Culture Feminism,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 24 (1999), 677-

696. On the issue of terminology, Joanne Nagel writes that “[t]he terms „Indian,‟ „American Indian,‟ and 

„Native American‟ are all widely used by both Indians and non-Indians”, as are other terms such as 

“tribe”, since as one American Indian leader has argued, “all of the … terms are European in origin”. For 

clarification, this thesis will also use the above terms since their use is accepted in both cultural and 

academic sectors. See Joane Nagel, American Indian Ethnic Renewal: Red Power and the Resurgence of 

Identity and Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. xi-xiii. 
34

 Lisa Aldred, “Plastic Shamans and Astroturf Sun Dances: New Age Commercialization of Native 

American Spirituality,” Native American Quarterly 24 (2000), 329-352. 
35

 Deloria, pp. 159-188. 
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Life”.
36

 Meredith B. McGuire also examines the relationship between traditional 

religion and New Age paradigms of healing in the United States in “Health and 

Spirituality as Contemporary Concerns”.
37

 Carolyn Zerbe Enns‟s work, “Archetypes 

and Gender: Goddess, Warriors, and Psychological Health”, presents another American 

critique, here in relation to the role of the New Age in counselling.
38 

Simon Sebag 

Montefiore discusses the American interest in spiritual figures such as Marianne 

Williamson in his article, “Marianne Williamson: Who is She & Why do We Need Her 

Now?”
39

 Cheryl Rickabaugh‟s essay, “Just Who is this Guy, Anyway? Stereotypes of 

the Men‟s Movement”,
 
presents a feminist critique of the mythopoetic movement.

40 

Michael A. Messner‟s Politics of Masculinities: Men in Movements includes the 

American mythopoetic movement in his research on the politics of gender.
41 

However, 

while there are a number of studies critiquing specific areas of the American New Age, 

no comprehensive historical and political critique exists, and no analysis is currently 

available that adequately explains the strong historical association of modern New Age 

discourse with American culture.     

 

Reading the New Age   

To ensure a proper critical understanding of New Age texts, this thesis will 

utilise various concepts from literary and cultural studies in order to critique the 

representation of ideology in New Age literature and the political significance of these 

writings. Theorists such as Hanegraaf, Stevens and Schulman associate the rise of the 

post-war New Age with the countercultural movements in the 1950s and 1960s. Peter 

Braunstein and Michael William Doyle define „counterculture‟ as:   

 a full-fledged oppositional movement with a distinctively separate set of 

 norms and values that are produced dialectically out of a sharply delineated 

 conflict with the dominant society. … [A] counterculture aspires to transform 

 values and mores of its host culture.
42

    

                                                 
36

 Robert C. Fuller, “Unorthodox Medicine and American Religious Life,” The Journal of Religion 67 

(1987), 50-65.  
37

 Meredith B. McGuire, “Health and Spirituality as Contemporary Concerns,” Annuals of American 

Academy of Political and Social Science 527 (1993), 144-154. 
38

 Carolyn Zerbe Enns, “Archetypes and Gender: Goddesses, Warriors, and Psychological Health,” 

Journal of Counselling and Development 73 (1994), 127-133. 
39

 Simon Sebag Montefiore, “Marianne Williamson: Who is She & Why do We Need Her Now?” 

Psychology Today 25 (1992), 28-30 and 86-87. 
40

 Cheryl A. Rickabaugh, “Just Who is This Guy, Anyway? Stereotypes of the Men‟s Movement,” Sex 

Roles 30 (1994), 459-470. 
41

 Michael A Messner, Politics of Masculinities: Men in Movements (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 

1997). 
42

 Peter Braunstein and Michael William Doyle, “Historicizing the American Counterculture of the 1960s 

and „70s,” in Braunstein and Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation, p. 7. 
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By contrast, they define „subculture‟ to mean that which “generates those characteristics 

that are considered normative primarily through an internally directed process of 

socialization and interaction”.
43

 Thus while arguments which position the New Age as 

countercultural can be convincingly made, another interpretation can be reached if 

Braunstein and Doyle‟s terms are employed to analyse New Age texts.  This thesis will 

therefore offer a new reading which extends and complements the work of scholars, for 

instance, Deloria, Donaldson and Messner, who claim that the New Age is a post-war 

reworking of traditional concepts, particularly those of race and gender. It will 

demonstrate that the New Age movement also can be viewed, not as countercultural, but 

as subcultural.
 
 Furthermore, while differences between the Beat Generation, the 

psychedelic movement and the New Age movement will be acknowledged and 

discussed, this thesis will maintain that these movements can be viewed as a continuum 

of spiritual ideals, in which the textual representations of such ideals vary in relation to 

their particular political contexts. As such, the term „New Age‟ will be used to discuss 

literature for all three periods. 

Genre theory provides another excellent entry point into the study of influential 

New Age texts. Ralph Cohen discusses the way in which genres are formed by culture, 

and are therefore culturally and historically specific.
44

 Thus, an examination of the 

cultural context in which a genre arises is important. Secondly, genre theory also 

recognises that while elements within a genre might become conventionalised, genres 

also change across historical periods and locations.
45

 These transformations can be 

interpreted, writes Mikhail Bakhtin, as the way in which “archaic elements are 

preserved … only thanks to their constant renewal, which is to say, their 

contemporization. A genre is always the same and yet not the same, always old and 

simultaneously new”.
46

 Thirdly, genres have been traditionally conceived in formal 

terms, for example, the “proper beginnings and endings” which might be employed in a 

given genre correspond to those expected.
47

 Today, the reader-writer contract has 

gained further importance because “generic forms „are signals in the social contract 

between writers and readers‟”.
48

 This relationship is also liable to modification, 

                                                 
43

 Braunstein and Doyle, “Historicizing the American Counterculture of the 1960s and „70s,” in 

Braunstein and Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation, p. 7. 
44

 Ralph Cohen, “Genre History, Literary History and Historical Change,” in Theoretical Issues in 

Literary History, ed. David Perkins (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991), pp. 86-89. 
45

 Cohen, “Genre History,” p. 89.    
46

 Holquist quotes Bakhtin. See Michael Holquist, Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World (1990; London: 

Routledge, 2002), p. 126. Italics in original.  
47

 Holquist, p. 144. 
48

 Cohen quotes Jean Radford. See Cohen, “Genre History,” p. 106. Italics in original.  
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according to Cohen, by “changes in other levels of social relationships”, for instance, 

the shifting societal role of women and the corresponding increase of women writers in 

New Age literature.
49

 Finally, another significant feature of genre theory is that the 

introduction of a new genre, or the popular resurgence of an older genre, signifies “a 

combination of varied discourses that cross generic boundaries”.
50

 In this light, New 

Age writings can be considered as a genre which might encapsulate seemingly 

discordant representations, in this case, the political and the spiritual, through shared 

“„semantic elements and syntactic bonds‟”.
51

   

Accordingly, this thesis will critique the ideological implications and the formal 

features of New Age literature, including that of the Beat and hippie movements. It will 

argue that ideological representations of these three movements can be viewed as a 

literary trajectory of spiritual ideals. To facilitate this examination, the term „New Age‟ 

will be employed to discuss literature from all three movements. As a genre that extends 

over a fifty year period, certain New Age tropes, or its “archaic elements”, are recycled, 

for example, its particular representations of self and other. However, at times, some 

motifs are discarded, indicating a modification to its generic features which will be 

linked to transitions in cultural perceptions. Historical differences and continuities in 

New Age discourse will therefore be acknowledged and discussed, relating sameness 

and variance in the representations of its spiritual ideals to their specific political 

contexts.  

In examining the history of New Age writings, critical concepts developed by 

Bakhtin are helpful. In particular, his concepts of hybridisation and the chronotope are 

important. Bakhtin defines hybridisation as “an utterance in which two social languages 

come together”, a position which underpins Cohen‟s suggestion that multiple discourses 

can be embedded within a single genre.
52

 It will be argued that the intersection of 

spiritual and political discourses in New Age texts positions the genre as a hybridised 

one. This is an important generic feature because hybridisation is usually read as an 

aspect of writing which has the potential to disrupt the “patriarchal harmony” of 

monological discourse.
53

 As a result, hybrid discourses are often linked to acts of 

cultural resistance, for example, those associated with the Beat Generation and the 

                                                 
49

 Cohen, “Genre History,” p. 106.  
50

Cohen, “Genre History,” p. 98.  
51

 Cohen quotes Rick Altman. See Cohen, “Genre History,” p. 88. 
52

 Mikhail Bakhtin, “The Heteroglot Novel,” trans. M. Holquist and C. Emerson in The Bakhtin Reader: 

Selected Writings of Bakhtin, Medvedev, Voloshinov, ed. Pam Morris (London: Edward Arnold, 1994), p. 

113.   
53

 Holquist, p. 189. 
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psychedelic movement.
54

 Thus a significant question to be considered is to what extent 

the hybridity of New Age writings contests or affirms traditional American values. 

Jeremy Hawthorn defines the chronotope as “„the distinctive features of time 

and space within each literary genre‟”.
55

 Michael Holquist refines this definition by 

arguing that a chronotope “brings together not just two concepts but four: a time, plus 

its value; and a space, plus its value”.
56

 The importance of chronotopic theory is that it 

assesses literary conceptions of value accorded to space and time in relation to those 

experienced in contemporaneous understandings of actual spaces and times. What 

Holquist calls “value” or the ideological significance invested in these spaces and times 

can therefore also be considered, especially in the inter-relation of the two dimensions. 

Since New Age writings seek to offer new paradigms for a more “authenticated” life, as 

Heelas puts it, this theory is particularly useful for examining the literary constructions 

of ideal spaces and times, and their antitypes in both texts and the world from which 

they are drawn. Thus a second vital question emerges: which forms of space and time 

are valued in New Age writings?   

It will be argued that in New Age literature, time is represented as a “structure of 

possibility” for the white self.
57

 Time has value within the linear narrative quest but is 

dispensed with once particular understandings of the self are deemed to be achieved.
58

 

Space is constructed as a site where a traditional understanding of the boundary between 

the private and public collapses, forming a particular location where the private internal 

workings of the self are made public. Textual figures which occupy this arrangement of 

time and space are subject to a process of development. It will be argued that the white 

self with which these narratives open, can be read as alienated self. Askehave writes that 

this self is interpreted in New Age discourse as “two types of self: the personality self 

(ego) and the Higher self. The ego operates at the earthly level, whereas the Higher self 

operates at the spiritual level”.
59

 This understanding of the self requires temporality, the 

unfolding of time in a linear narrative, in order to unify the secular and sacred aspects 

within the overall self.
60

 After unification is achieved, the importance of time 

diminishes once the unified self not only occupies the entirety of the space, but even 

becomes that space in an act of fusion. By contrast, the racial other who is at times 
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present within this space is seen in what Homi Bhabha describes as an “arrested, 

fetishistic mode of representation”.
61

 No unification possibilities exist in this landscape 

for this racial other who is rendered static during both the unfolding of time and the 

eventual assimilation of that temporality into spatiality. As a result, this racial figure, as 

part of this space, is fused into and possessed by the white self. 

  Because the white self and racial other inhabit this chronotope, post-colonial 

theory offers further insights into the type of values accorded to the New Age imagining 

of time and space and the figures within it. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen 

Tiffin claim that although it is often not recognised, the United States was the first 

country to develop post-colonial literature, one that sought to distinguish itself from the 

Old World of Europe.
62

 It will be argued that as a genre of American writings, New Age 

literature shares this inheritance. Some of its post-colonial features to be discussed are, 

for example, the use of the imperial guide in traversing new landscapes, the construction 

of self as an unknown territory to be explored, the importance given to the relationship 

between self and place, and origin myths.
63

 On the other hand, American literature has 

historically articulated a colonial vision of the racial other, as American society has 

become a colonising power.
 
This thesis will contend that the white control of language 

in New Age texts and their constructions of the fixed racial figure suggest both colonial 

authority and the freezing of time.
64

 As such, another hybridity results, that of a colonial 

and post-colonial white voice speaking within the same chronotopic space. Thus it will 

be argued that the New Age chronotope is constructed from a history of race relations in 

which the American self has continually been differentiated from those in both the Old 

and New Worlds.   

In sum, this study will analyse the ideological and generic features of leading 

New Age texts by connecting the genre to its contexts. It is important to locate these 

contexts, for, as Wai-chee Dimock argues:  

[T]he „text‟ and its „context‟ are in every case inseparable, the latter being not so 

much external to the former as constitutive of it, encompassing it and 

permeating it as the condition of its textuality.
65

 

 

In order to properly understand the way in which the relation of time and space is 

represented, and the construction of the figures which inhabit the imagined world in 

                                                 
61

 Donaldson quotes Bhabha. See Donaldson, 687.  
62

 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-

Colonial Literatures (1989; London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 2 and 15. 
63

 Ashcroft et al., pp. 4-11. 
64

 Ashcroft et al., pp. 33-77. 
65

 Wai-chee Dimock, Empire of Liberty: Melville and the Poetics of Individualism (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1989), p. 5. 



 12 

these texts, the following sections will now examine those American political, historical 

and representational contexts.    

 

**** 

 

Secular gods   

 This thesis aims to analyse the historical relationship between American 

presidential rhetoric and New Age writings since the beginnings of the Cold War.
66

 For 

purposes of clarity, this study will not critically assess the policies or outcomes of any 

given presidency. Nor will it give theological validation to any given spirituality. 

Instead, this work will adopt a cultural studies approach by examining the rhetoric and 

cultural symbols circulated in post-war political agendas, and the extent to which these 

are expressed in New Age literature. It will argue that the historical weight of nationalist 

philosophy shapes modern American politics and culture, and that as part of this culture, 

this philosophy also informs the New Age. This thesis will explore the way in which the 

threat of atomic war, long considered a possible outcome of the Cold War, is at the heart 

of political and spiritual tensions in the United States throughout this period.
 
It will 

demonstrate that post-World War II propaganda, in which American nationalist 

objectives were articulated through both Democratic and Republican motifs, can be 

detected in New Age writings. It will contend that New Age representations 

appropriated religious practices from racialised sites constructed through Cold War and 

post-Cold War presidential discourse.
 
Most importantly, this thesis will establish that 

despite the New Age literary (and material) emphasis upon spirituality, these religious 

tenets function as one of the means by which the political worldview of the United 

States is manifested. Hence, this exploration of New Age writings will argue that the 

New Age movement functions ideologically and rhetorically in ways that affirm and 

endorse American politics.  

  This examination of the relationship between the New Age literature and 

presidential rhetoric will commence with a brief summary of the development of 

                                                 
66
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American nationalism in order to establish their shared historical context. The American 

dichotomy between church and state confirmed by the official separation of powers 

tends to support the self-representation of the New Age as a movement that is beyond 

the influence of politics. However, it is important to consider that despite this 

separation, the religiosity and the patriotism of the American people are historically 

intertwined. As William Earl Weeks writes, “The constitutional principle of separation 

of church and state may have prevented the establishment of an official religion, but this 

did not imply the separation of God and the American people”.
67

 Political endeavours 

by white America, particularly in relation to othered peoples in domestic and 

international contexts, have traditionally involved rhetoric and action derived from 

codes of American religious morality.
  
 

 Sacvan Bercovitch discusses the historical interplay between American politics 

and religion in his study of the American jeremiad.
68

 Among the more important 

features for this discussion is Bercovitch‟s argument which defines Puritan “political 

sermons” as rhetoric that “mediat[ed] between religion and ideology”.
69

 This was an 

“indigenous” white American voice which sought to differentiate itself from the Old 

World.
70

 He claims that “[l]iberty, equality, and property were not merely civic ideals. 

They were part of God‟s plan”.
71

 Secondly, the belief that they were “God‟s chosen” 

people meant that the “vast territories around them [were] to be their chosen country”, 

and so their destiny was inscribed in these landscapes.
72

 Thirdly, trials that might 

besiege the American people were constructed as necessary to the “fulfilment of God‟s 

plan” because “disaster [led] to [the] renewal” of the greatness of the American vision.
73

 

Fourthly, rhetoric articulated in this “church-state” was imbued with an “unshakable 

optimism” in the ultimate enactment of this destiny, despite “threats of divine 

retribution”, indicating a discursive duality in the overall philosophy.
74

 And finally, he 

examines their lasting cultural impact on American society where “latter-day 

jeremiads”, expressed in politics and the arts, for example, continue to “lament and 

                                                 
67

 William Earl Weeks, Building The Continental Empire: American Expansion from the Revolution to 

the Civil War (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1996), p. 63. For another account of the historical connections 

between early national philosophy and modern American culture, see James Combs, Polpop: Politics and 

Popular Culture in American (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green University Popular Press, 1984). 
68

 Sacvan Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad (Madison, Wis.: The University of Wisconsin Press, 

1978).  
69

 Bercovitch, pp. 4 and 141. 
70

 Ashcroft et al., p. 134. 
71

 Bercovitch, p. 111. 
72

 Bercovitch, pp. 140 and 11. 
73

 Bercovitch, pp. 123 and 120. 
74

 Bercovitch, pp. 7-8.  



 14 

celebrat[e] in reaffirming America‟s mission”.
75

 Patricia Roberts-Miller finds similar 

dualities in Puritan rhetoric, at once both “authoritarian and democratic, hegemonic and 

individualistic,” which she claims continues to permeate modern American culture as 

“the ghost of the Puritan spirit”.
76

  

Bercovitch also includes a discussion of the way in which the jeremiads evolved 

beyond the Declaration of Independence, particularly in relation to territorial rights. For 

example, the Monroe Doctrine was an official proclamation in 1823 by President James 

Monroe, warning against European intervention into Latin America which was 

emerging from Old World colonialism.
 
American interests in the region remained 

protected by the declaration that the United States would “consider any attempt [by 

European powers] to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous 

to [American] peace and safety”.
77

 By envisaging the military containment of threats 

against American interests, the Monroe Doctrine was designed to play a supportive 

interventionist role in the overall vision of American nationalism.
 
One significant 

feature of this document for this thesis is that its construction of three political worlds – 

the old European order, the new union of the United States and newly independent 

nations – was a paradigm which could be transferred into other political contexts.
 
As 

such, it has become the “core dictum” in modern American politics.
78

  

During the nineteenth century, the vision expressed in the jeremiads, 

increasingly known as Manifest Destiny, began to be consolidated into a nationalist 

philosophy.
79

 Robert E. May explains that by the mid-1800s, Manifest Destiny 

discourse had developed into a widespread belief that professed a “mission to regenerate 

peoples deemed as inferior, and to bring progress, Protestantism, and capitalistic 

enterprise to backward, anarchic regions”.
80

 Weeks also provides a discussion of the 

creed, stating that it “was a philosophy to explain and justify expansionism both to 
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Europeans … and to the American people themselves, who needed reassurance that the 

course was righteous”.
81

 He claims it had three major principles: 

 [T]he special virtues of the American people and their institutions, … the 

 mission to redeem and remake the world in the image of America [and] the 

 American destiny under God to accomplish this sublime task.
82

 

 

This nineteenth-century belief emphasised that “the unity of the United States ensured 

mankind‟s [sic] hope for free institutions and free government. If the Union failed, the 

impact had global dimensions”, according to John M. Belohlavek.
83

 Thomas R. Hietala 

is another who considers the international commercial and territorial implications of the 

ideology.
84

 

  Such discourses were, however, more than simply political. Ideas of Manifest 

Destiny were also circulating in nineteenth-century popular culture. Dimock provides an 

excellent discussion of various literary articulations of the philosophy during this 

period. She writes that “the relation between [the literary and the political] is the 

relation between two voices inhabiting a historical moment”.
85

 More importantly, 

Dimock provides a compelling argument for the manner in which this historical national 

belief associated notions of empire with liberty and the American self.
 
Literary texts, 

according to Dimock, constructed   

 a miniature version of Manifest Destiny – understood here not as a specific 

 set of events, but as an informing logic of freedom and dominion, a logic that 

 underwrites not only … the „internal imperialism‟ of an expansionist nation, 

 but also what … we might call the „great experiment of liberty‟ of the literary 

 self. 
86

 

 

This American self, the “new Adam” as it was called in the early jeremiads, was 

conceived as a site to be explored and mapped.
87

  

While Dimock does not relate her discussion specifically to Bakhtin‟s theory of 

the chronotope, her research nonetheless identifies these features in nineteenth-century 

Manifest Destiny discourse in both its political and cultural forms: 
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 The very phrase „Manifest Destiny‟ dramatizes this spatialization, for to be 

 „manifest‟, America‟s future must become „destiny‟ – which is to say, it must 

 be mapped on a spatial axis, turned into providential design. Only then would 

 that future manifest itself, only then would it be immanent, legible, 

 foreordained, and guaranteed.
88

    

 

Because notions of empire evoked historical images of the rise and fall of earlier 

empires, cultural and political efforts sought to grant “America a special dispensation, a 

sort of providential exemption from history”.
89

 Bercovitch likewise contends that 

national rhetorical constructs were an endeavour to make the United States “impervious 

to time”.
90

 Eric Wertheimer is another whose research foregrounds the importance of 

empire to American cultural narratives. He writes, “By imagining a community of 

American readers who in turn imagined earlier empires to lay claim to, early national 

authors and their publics imagined their empire”.
91

 Wertheimer‟s statement is 

significant, for it highlights the way in which the writer-reader contract, examined 

earlier in genre theory, was put to national use in eighteenth and nineteenth century 

America. As with Dimock and Bercovitch, Wertheimer claims that cultural 

representations of Manifest Destiny represented worlds in which the potential 

materialisation of American expansionism “had already happened”.
92

     

 Further examination of the American nationalist chronotope provides a 

perspective that accounts for the way in which these narratives worked to culturally 

possess peoples and territories situated outside the national community. Gillian Rose 

describes a politicised understanding of geography that is particularly apt here:  

The work undertaken to stabilise the distinction [between the real and the non-

real] also works to collapse it. Its collapse suggests that there are not two objects 

at stake in this discussion - real and non-real space - at all, but just one space, 

which is split into two.
93

   

 

Wertheimer addresses this internal binary. He claims that the mythology of the 

American frontier contained “an arrangement of global space”, a “mobile” nationalist 

imagining that sought to differentiate between the American self and the other.
94

 The 
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fusion of geography and religion played an integral role in this construction.  According 

to Steven D. Neuwirth, the Puritans understood the duality in the frontier as 

the Garden and the Wilderness – those mythical realms of Christian tradition, 

which … not only stipulated a particular character, but prescribed a particular 

action as well. In the Garden, … righteous men and women lived and worked 

together in peace, love and Christian fellowship. On the other side of the hedge, 

however, lay death and destruction and all manner of beast and beast-like men.
95

 

 

These national narratives also contained another distinctive feature, that of progressive 

possibility, a concept applicable to the American self and to the landscape in which this 

self appeared.
96

 This narrative of progress continually drove the forces of nationalism 

by drawing attention to the difference between “the capabilities of national power and 

the representations of national ambition”.
97

 Bercovitch also examines this difference, 

describing it as “the friction between promise and fact”, one that was equally pertinent 

to the individual and the nation.
98

 He continues, claiming that this was a linguistic 

device “for prodding the community forward, in the belief that fact and ideal would be 

made to correspond”.
99

  

There is, therefore, a range of historical features, both ideological and rhetorical, 

which distinguishes American nationalism from those across the wider white culture. 

While this thesis also recognises that nationalism remains a site of contesting voices, the 

terms „national philosophy‟, „nationalist imaginings‟ and the like will be employed to 

refer to the dominant expression of American nationalism as outlined above. It is also 

important to consider the historical paradox that emerges as a result of the narrative of 

progress. The historical constancy of this narrative in nationalist philosophy requires 

that the philosophy remain intact while the representation and practice of the philosophy 

seemingly evolve. Of importance then is that any given president of the United States 

assumes a political role that is shaped by these historical forces and expectations of 

national imaginings. Taken together, these accounts of national philosophy argue that 

despite the legal separation of religion and executive power within the United States, 

there has been a continued political and cultural practice which fuses the discourses of 

religion and national politics, and which articulates the ensuing nationalist vision in 
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particular rhetorical modes.
100

 Although arguments of Bercovitch, Dimock and 

Wertheimer are not articulated in terms of hybridisation or chronotopic theory, these 

features are implicit in their work with their critical emphases upon imaginings that 

envisage American time and space in particular political-religious terms. These 

distinctive features are important, for they will be employed to analyse the universalist 

constructs disseminated in New Age literature. In sum, these critical accounts of 

American nationalism will inform this study, and thus the New Age movement will be 

explored through this interconnectedness of political and religious belief.  

To examine these seemingly disparate areas of culture, concepts from literary 

studies discussed earlier as well as those from political science will be employed. 

Literary theory can be applied to the genre of political rhetoric, since the analysis of 

political speeches has traditionally been an important subject in the study of rhetoric. It 

will be established that the tropes in New Age writings and political rhetoric, for 

instance, the imagining of an unfulfilled present and a utopian vision of the future, are 

expressed in specifically American terms, a position derived from a shared ideological 

foundation and shared representational devices.
 
Turning now to political theory, James 

L Nolan Jr. writes that the relationship between “the two actors … (culture and the 

state) is perhaps most directly observable in the realm of electoral politics”, and so this 

enquiry will draw concepts from this branch of political science.
101

 James W. Ceaser 

discusses the two main schools of thought which define academic research into the 

presidency, the first being the study of “real-world conditions, understood almost 

exclusively in terms of economic performance”, while the second prioritises 

“perceptions … interpretations and images supplied by various speakers. Everything is 

a battle of rhetoric … composed of a set of more or less fictitious symbols”.
102

 This 

thesis will utilise arguments from this second perspective, however, it will at times also 

draw upon material circumstances where these are significant to the discussion. 

 Theorists of American political leadership relate the enduring influence of 

federal politics upon its constituency to the quasi-religious position of the president 

inside the overall culture. Michael Novak considers how the presidency “is a religion in 

a secular state” and that “[t]he president also affects the cultural tone of the entire 
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nation”.
103 

 Paul Allen Beck argues that “[t]he Presidency is a powerful pulpit from 

which to steer the course of American politics”, while James David Barber, a noted 

political scientist, writes that “[t]he Presidency is the focus for the most intense and 

persistent emotions in the American polity”.
104

 Stanley A. Renshon discusses these 

factors and outlines three significant duties of the presidency. The first is “mobilization, 

the president‟s ability to rouse the public”.
105

 Secondly, “orchestration … [is] a 

president‟s ability to shape mobilization in specific, policy-relevant ways”.
106

 Lastly, he 

defines “consolidation [as] the skills and tasks necessary … to institutionalizing the 

results of a president‟s policy judgements”.
107

 Accordingly, Renshon details how the 

“essence of presidential power lies in persuasion”.
108

 I. M. Destler also argues that the 

relative autonomy of modern presidents allows them to maximise the “capacity to set 

the public agenda”.
109

 In sum, these factors lead to a situation in which American 

presidents may set the parameters for national debates by identifying issues and 

delineating solutions.  

 In relation to public opinion and the presidency, it is important to distinguish 

between two major theoretical uses of the term „public opinion‟. Ceaser explains that it 

first relates to “the general level of approval for the President and popular support for 

specific policies, programs, or actions”.
110

 The second, lesser use of the term signifies 

the “deeper beliefs of a public philosophy”, which can sustain or topple a president.
111

 

In this instance, public opinion is related to public expectations regarding the role of 

government, and its perceived and accepted limitations and responsibilities. Here, 

political situations that have little direct bearing upon daily lives of American voters can 

also sway public opinion, for instance, Nixon and the Watergate scandal, and Reagan‟s 

involvement in the Iran-Contra Affair.
112

 Thus, voter agency is also important in 

regulating the level of influence any president may have over the nation.  

 Nonetheless, despite the potential for agency, political scientists generally agree 

that political participation from within the American public is, for the most part, 
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passive. Robert S. Erikson, Norman R. Luttbeg and Kent L. Tedin examine “the 

public‟s low level of political information”, and they argue that many Americans “have 

difficulty even understanding the conventional ideological debate between liberals and 

conservatives”.
113 

Although Arthur H. Miller and Bruce E. Gronbeck claim that “the 

voter actively interacts with the messages, constructing candidate images and 

developing issue preferences out of the meaning that they bring to the messages”,
 
 most 

critics consider that the presidency continues to influence American culture since the 

American public is informed less by independently developed political perspectives.
114

    

 Writing against this view, Eugene R. Wittkopf argues that while American 

voters may not be “grounded in political sophistication”, they nonetheless draw from 

political beliefs which have “„the function of the establishment of goals and the ordering 

of preferences‟”.
115

 Wittkopf offers the following example in relation to foreign policy:  

 [M]ost Americans may not know where in Central America El Salvador and 

 Nicaragua are or who the United States may or may not have supported there, 

 but, nonetheless, they may be firm and unwavering in their convictions about 

 whether American boys should be sent to fight in the region – and evidence 

 suggests they are.
116

 

  

Wittkopf asserts that the issue of political “interest and knowledge” of voters is of less 

importance, because “[f]rom the view of policymakers in Washington, [beliefs are] the 

important, politically relevant datum”.
117

 This is an important issue, for it suggests that 

American voters engage with larger ideologies of nationalism. Nolan agrees, stating: 

[C]andidates represent symbols of collective national life. A candidate‟s success 

is based in no small measure on his or her ability to appeal to the sentiments that 

prevail in a particular culture at a particular time in history. … [A] „function of 

the [presidential election] debates, then, is to give the audience an opportunity to 

evaluate the candidates for their ability to represent national values‟.
118

 

 

This thesis will draw upon the research of Nolan and Wittkopf which indicates that 

national beliefs are given rhetorical priority by policy makers over more specific policy 

information. The theoretical position taken here is that presidents, as part of culture, 
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draw upon shared national belief systems, articulating particular aspects at particular 

times to voters. As Pierre Bourdieu states regarding the world-making power of 

legislators:  

[T]he will to transform the world by transforming the words for naming  

it, by producing new categories of perception and judgment ... can  

only succeed if the resulting prophecies, or creative evocations, are also, at least 

in part, well founded pre-visions, anticipatory descriptions. These visions only 

call forth what they proclaim … because they announce what is in the process of 

developing.
119

 

 

Thus, presidential visions emerge from American culture, which acts on them, as they 

seek to reshape it. And so, questions that arise relate not only to what is being 

announced but also to the manner in which those announcements are expressed.  

Here Nolan‟s historical account of presidential rhetorical styles is particularly 

helpful. Theoretically speaking, political rhetoric “corresponds with the future – that is, 

a politician puts forth his or her vision about the way things should be”.
120

 Nolan‟s 

examination argues that substantial changes to presidential articulations of the American 

political vision are evident if a comparative analysis is applied to earlier debates, for 

instance, that between Lincoln and Douglas in 1858 and those since the Cold War. 

Firstly, he claims that “ethos, the credibility or character of the speaker, [and] logos, the 

logical plausibility of the speaker‟s argument” were central features of nineteenth-

century presidential rhetoric.
121

 However, political dialogue expressed in the modern era 

has been increasingly derived from paradigms of “pathos, the speaker‟s appeal to the 

emotional sentiments of the audience”.
122

 Central to this perspective is Nolan‟s 

consideration that therapeutic discourse and practice have permeated the wider culture 

since World War II.
123

 Secondly, and more interestingly, Nolan claims that there has 

been a transformation in the historical use of traditional religion (Protestantism) as the 

means by which to justify various political worldviews. Recent political rhetoric which 

represents American values of “democracy, freedom, equality of opportunity, and 

independence” has been more generally associated with cultural rather than religious 

values on “issues other than Communism”.
124
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  Utilising Nolan‟s historical study and the range of analyses discussed earlier, 

this thesis will argue that pathos, hybridisation, and the nationalist chronotope are 

shared features of modern presidential rhetoric and New Age writings. It will draw upon 

theories of the national mission to discuss the manner in which post-war national beliefs 

derive from Manifest Destiny and Monroe Doctrine ideologies, and argue that these 

national narratives continued to inform both politics and the wider society, including the 

New Age. It will examine how rhetoric has been directed to the religious sensibilities of 

the polity, reminding them of their obligation to contain Communism and other external 

threats to their national destiny.
 
It is important to turn now to an examination of the 

historical and racial contexts in order to substantiate the argument. Attention will be 

given to issues such as American Cold War initiatives and responses, the implications 

of nuclear technology, the role of religion, and the rhetorical constructions of 

developing nations in order to establish the political framework from which subsequent 

chapters will proceed.  

 

**** 

 

The defence of liberty 

 After the bombing of Pearl Harbour, Wittkopf argues, America could no longer 

maintain its isolationist approach to world affairs.
125

 Robert W. Tucker and David C. 

Hendrickson agree, noting that after the close of World War II, internationalism became 

the focal point of American politics.
126

 With fears of Communist expansion borne out 

by the loss of the Nationalists to Mao‟s Communist Party in China, and proof of Soviet 

nuclear capabilities in 1949, “[b]oth American foreign and domestic politics were 

instantly and dramatically altered”, states David Halberstam.
127

 On one hand, the United 

States was committed to the continued protection of vulnerable regions in the world 

from Communist threat. On the other hand, the suppression of Communism itself was 

also required.
 
Hence a position of both liberation and containment was pursued, setting 
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the course in American policy for decades to come.
128

 Harry S. Truman proclaimed this 

new direction for the United States in his 1950 State of the Union Address:  

Among all the great changes that have occurred in the last 50 years, none is 

more important than the change in the position of the United States … We have 

moved from the outer edge to the center of world affairs. Other nations look to 

us for a wise exercise of our economic and military strength, and for vigorous 

support of the ideals of representative government and a free society. We will 

not fail them.
 
 
129

  

 

What can be deduced from this transition in American politics is that the new 

internationalist strategy (known as the Truman Doctrine) drew upon the existing 

nationalist ideologies of Manifest Destiny (liberation) and the Monroe Doctrine 

(containment).
130

 It is perhaps less surprising then that the public reception of Truman‟s 

stance proved favourable.
131

 Of significance here is the overwhelming bipartisan 

support from both parties and voters for the new internationalist policies, indicating that 

these national beliefs continued to play a major cohesive role across the wider 

society.
132

 Importantly, this new internationalist perspective which emphasised the role 

of war in the pursuit of peace was to have dramatic consequences for American politics 

and the American people. 

 In order to rouse public support for the concurrent agendas of liberty and 

containment, Truman began articulating and evoking images drawn from both political 

themes. In this propaganda, the Soviets were constructed as posing a political danger to 
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what America named “free peoples”, especially in terms of nuclear threat.
133

 In these 

political representations, the valorisation of freedom was accompanied by the sense of 

impending doom in relation to a future in which the Soviets would “destroy the free 

nations and win domination over the whole world”.
134

 In expressing these political 

developments, Truman declared: 

 The human race has reached a turning point. Man has opened the secrets of 

 nature and mastered new powers. If he uses them wisely, he can reach new 

 heights of civilization. If he uses them foolishly, they may destroy him.
135

 

 

One of the more important rhetorical issues is the pervading sense of death from nuclear 

apocalypse that was consistently juxtaposed against the life-affirming benefits of 

liberty.  

 Advances in atomic technology developed for deployment in military 

containment policies wrought new tensions, particularly in relation to differences in 

earthly devastations between the atomic bomb detonated in Japan and the new, more 

powerful hydrogen bomb, known as the Super.
136

 The Super had the power to create 

mass annihilation, far greater than that of the older atomic bomb. Accordingly, it was 

the Super which “„caught the imagination, both of the congressional and military people 

as the answer to … the Russian advance‟”.
137

 Deliberations continued throughout the 

decade causing J. Robert Oppenheimer, the leading physicist in the development of the 

atomic bomb to lament, “the future … is yet only a stone‟s throw from despair”.
138

 

Others such as Edward Teller, responsible for the development of the Super, argued that 

the hydrogen bomb had become a nuclear necessity to keep the United States ahead in 

the arms race against Communist powers.
139

 Truman confirmed this quandary, stating 

that America‟s   

 actions will measure the ability of a free people, acting through their chosen 

 representatives and their free institutions, to meet a deadly challenge to their 

 way of life. We can meet this challenge foolishly or wisely. We can meet it 

 timidly or bravely, shamefully or honorably.
140
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The effect of these debates surrounding military nuclear armament presented an on-

going dilemma to the American people, fracturing the nation as much as it divided 

federal politics and the scientific community. As The Franck Report (1945) compiled to 

assess the potential consequences of atomic energy, had stated:   

 [F]rom the „optimistic‟ point of view - looking forward to an international 

 agreement on prevention of nuclear warfare - the military advantages and the 

 saving of American lives, achieved by the sudden use of atomic bombs against 

 Japan, may be outweighed by the ensuing loss of confidence and wave of 

 horror and repulsion, sweeping over the rest of the world, and perhaps 

 dividing even the public opinion at home.
141

 

 

The Recommendations on the Immediate Use of Nuclear Weapons issued less than a 

week later similarly attested, “We have, however, no claim to special competence in 

solving the political, social, and military problems which are presented by the advent of 

atomic power”.
142

 Yet in spite of these warnings given prior to the deployment of 

nuclear technology, atomic and hydrogen weaponry were included for use in the post-

war application of the Monroe Doctrine.
143

 

 In general, those to the Left and Centre preferred the older atomic bomb, while 

those towards the Right and particularly the Far Right gave their support to the potential 

of the Super. Although Truman stated in 1950 that the United States had the “objective 

[of] peace … because … [its] own security and the future of mankind are at stake”, by 

1951, he also had declared that America would “build the capacity … that may be 

needed for a full-scale war” as the strategy by which to prevent a first strike by the 

Russians.
144

 According to Ken Booth,  

[a] „just deterrent‟ was created by those who believed in the morality and 

rationality of trying to save themselves by threatening to destroy the whole of 

civilisation. World affairs shifted, overnight, from a total World War to total 

Cold War, and from a „just war‟ to a „just deterrent‟.
145
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In the rhetorical move from “just war” to “just deterrent”, religious morality continued 

to play a central role. Yet, a fundamental issue remained unresolved: how to reconcile 

the destructive power of atomic energy central to this application of the Monroe 

Doctrine with the political-religious sensibilities of Manifest Destiny, when the 

development of this technology wrought “moral ambiguities, if not pure terror”?
146

  

 As societal apprehension increased, faith was to become the defining factor, in 

which a binary between the religious Americans and the atheist Soviets appeared in 

wide-ranging interpretations across political and popular culture.
 
Michael Schaller, 

Virginia Scharff and Robert D. Schulzinger discuss American religious fervour during 

the early Cold War. For instance, the government inserted the phrase “„under God‟” into 

the Pledge of Allegiance, and “„In God We Trust‟” onto American banknotes.
147

 They 

also note the new popularity of religious figures including Billy Graham.
148

 Meanwhile, 

the public response was equally committed. Schaller et al. state that 97% percent of 

Americans believed in God, and “formal church membership” rose from 48% in the 

1930s to 66% by the end of the 1950s.
149

 James T. Patterson also cites membership 

statistics of “49 percent in 1940 to 55 percent in 1950 to a record-high 69 percent in 

1959”.
150

 In fact, he claims that “no other Western culture was nearly so „religious‟ in 

that sense”.
151

 Additionally, he writes that for many Americans, Communism could 

register as either demonic, (“„a great sinister anti-Christian movement masterminded by 

Satan‟” as Graham declared), or as “evil in part because it was Godless”.
152

 Thus the 

Cold War environment with its potential for nuclear apocalypse affected the religious 

sentiment of white Americans, intensifying their interest in their spiritual and political 

destiny. As in the nineteenth century, issues of faith were increasingly represented in 

white nationalist ideals.  

 

**** 

 

Americans and others   

 Because New Age literature has historically drawn upon spiritual traditions of 

other races and cultures, it is also important to contextualise the way in which 
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presidential rhetoric represented race during the Cold War. Ken Booth writes of the 

“psychological, sociological and political functions” of imagery in modern policy-

making.
153

 Among the more significant influences of images, he claims, are the 

consolidation of identities of friendly and enemy states, the development of cohesive 

domestic support and the reproduction of ideologies, such as nationalism.
154

 More 

importantly, although the Cold War was materially played out in some countries, such 

as Korea and Vietnam, for many nations, the Cold War was an “„imaginary war‟”, 

enacted through the “ambitions and fears of the major protagonists”.
155

 As such, 

rhetorical motifs gained further significance in representational contexts where few 

material conditions co-existed that might significantly contest these imagined national 

narratives.   

In particular, representations of race were reconstructed in the post-war 

translation of Manifest Destiny philosophy. For example, nineteenth-century 

understandings of the ideology were limited, for the most part, to constructions of 

Mexicans and Native American Indians. Hietala writes that these peoples were then 

considered in both politics and the wider culture to be 

 lesser breeds [who] appeared lazy, treacherous, dull, and backward. They 

 occupied valuable lands they neither appreciated nor developed. They had no 

 concept of good government, no grasp of science and technology, no work 

 ethic, no respect for real religion.
156

  

 

By 1951, Truman was expressing a very different construction in an expanded vision 

which included racial groups beyond the Americas. Most evident is the moral equation 

between the “striving” racial other and the American “challenge”:    

In the Near East, in Africa, in Asia, we must do what we can to help people who 

are striving to advance from misery, poverty, and hunger … In its ruthless 

struggle for power, communism seizes upon our imperfections … This challenge 

to us is more than a military challenge. It is a challenge to the honesty of our 

profession of the democratic faith; it is a challenge to the efficiency and stability 

of our economic system; it is a challenge to the willingness to work with other 

peoples for world peace and for world prosperity.
157

  

 

What is apparent in these two national imaginings is the linear temporal narrative which 

charts moral and technological progress or the lack thereof.  
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In the first, othered peoples on the geographical frontier are represented as 

thwarting the aims of American nationalism and thus must be conquered or converted. 

By comparison, a century later with an image of an expanded (mythical) frontier, it is 

the social conditions within which the racial other lives that represent the “challenge” to 

the national vision. This is a significant contrast, for example, from the ideas of 

politician Caleb Cushing who argued in 1838 against the “„barbarism and social 

debasement‟” of Africa and Asia.
158

 The single most important shift in the post-war 

representations of national philosophy by Truman is therefore the manner in which its 

religious aspects have been reconstructed. Puritan ideology had historically defined the 

outer limits of the frontier and those who inhabited it as a region demarcated by the 

absence of God, most usually expressed by the presence of Satan dominating over 

othered peoples.
159

 However, by the late 1940s, this demonic aspect has been allocated a 

new geography: the Soviet Union. As a result, the frontier could become a region with 

the potential for sacralised imaginings. Thus these peoples were resituated by Truman 

as supportive of, and therefore included in, Manifest Destiny.
 
His rhetoric insists that 

the protection of these peoples from Communism and their liberation from suffering are 

required, and so, by implication, in undergoing this modern political trial, America‟s 

destiny would be revealed. 

 It is important then to examine American narratives of race in the global context. 

The Cold War facilitated a reconstruction, both discursively and materially, of various 

regions of the world, based primarily upon the level of industrialisation attained, and 

ideological perspectives held by the first and second worlds. B. C. Smith‟s text 

Understanding Third World Politics: Theories of Political Change and Development 

provides a thorough examination of the complex international relationships between 

these „worlds‟, and his research forms the basis of the definitions used within this thesis. 

Since its adoption since the fifties, the term „third world‟, has been “fraught with 

difficulties” as no homogenous bloc existed or continues to exist.
160

 Some critics, for 

example, H. Goulbourne see this term as “expressive of attitudes rather than precise 

analytical concepts” and others such as Smith argue that it “ignores ideological [and 

material] differences”.
161

 Yet similarities between developing nations were nonetheless 

apparent, and 1950s understandings of the third world common to both the United 

States and these nations are integral to this examination of the New Age appropriation 
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of various spiritualities. Hence, this thesis will use the term „third world‟ to discuss 

political and literary relationships between America and those nations which were 

seen to fall outside the first world of the advanced capitalist democracies and the 

second world of industrially advanced communist countries … [They] were 

mainly agrarian, were much poorer than northern states and had been subjected 

to either colonialism or [imperialism]. … [A] group of countries … 

characterised by low incomes, dependence on agriculture, weakness in trading 

relations, social deprivation … and restricted political and civil liberties.
162

 

  

Other important perspectives, central to those in the 1950s in formulating the term, and 

in the subsequent ideological and material mapping of all three worlds, were 

modernisation theory, and legacies of colonialism and imperialism.  

American applications of modernisation theory provide an important 

background for a political analysis of New Age literature since “US modernisation 

theorists assisted foreign policy-makers concerned about … the security of the USA in 

different parts of the world”.
163

  Modernisation, as defined by first-world academics 

employing the theory in the 1950s, meant, “change [was] both quantitative and 

qualitative … [It] implied advancement and improvement”.
164

 This theoretical model 

situated the traditions of developing nations as “residual concept[s]” which were 

perceived to be thwarting the processes of modernisation, usually through what the 

analysts called “„irrational‟” political and economic systems and responses.
165

 For 

example, Robert J. McMahon discusses how, during this period,  

 American planners encouraged the creation of interdependent links between 

 Japan and Southeast Asia because they believed such links would contribute to 

 [the economic] recovery and help thwart Communist threat to the Asian 

 region as a whole.
166

  

 

While the United States had few actual colonies, the role of modernisation was also 

significant in issues of imperialism. For example, Smith claims:  

Imperialism for the imperialists meant bringing the benefits of their civilisation 

and technology, as well as of their liberty, justice, law and order to people whose 

societies were thought to lack these qualities … that indeed there was a high 

moral duty to carry those benefits into such backward areas.
167

 

 

In practice, modernisation concepts and imperialism are the same in their positioning of 

the first world in relation to the third. 
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Recalling the earlier discussion of time, Wertheimer‟s explanation of the 

implications of temporality can be applied here to critique the way time was employed 

by policymakers in the service of national identity:  

 [T]he mirror returns a peculiar variant of the image of the misidentified ideal, 

 since the site of difference becomes the occasion for a kind of nationally 

 flattering self-recognition – Others become mirrored self-images, only at 

 earlier stages of development. … „[F]rontier thinking‟ is a transitional 

 imaginary function that is not interested in the particulars of the Other beyond 

 his identifying potential.
168

 

  

With the reconfiguration of third world peoples, post-war frontier “thinking” could now 

“formulate hybrid identities” for third world nations that correlated with earlier self-

imaginings of the United States in its pre-war state of unquestioned morality.
169

  

Dimock‟s argument on nineteenth-century American nationalism is also useful 

for understanding post-war American constructs of third world cultures. For example, 

Dimock claims that the American “narrative of progress” served to reconstruct  conflict 

as a “painless story of growth”, where imaginings of the American self were positioned 

as further advanced along a linear sequence than other nations and peoples.
170

 With 

conflict thus rhetorically deflected, the future (and the past) of the United States might 

be understood as divinely ordained or as part of the natural order, allowing for spiritual 

and secular interpretations of its destiny. The historical continuity of this temporal 

narrative is evident in modernisation and diffusionist theories. Concepts of time have 

therefore been persistently employed to maximise retrospective and prospective 

political imaginings by temporally differentiating the United States from other regions.   

 By contrast, nations in the third world continued to seek some measure of non-

alignment to, and independence from, both the Americans and the Communist bloc, best 

illustrated at the Bandung Conference held in Indonesia in 1955. President Sukarno‟s 

opening address to the Conference noted that  

the political skill of man has been far outstripped by technical skill. … Many 

who are in places of high power think, rather, of controlling the world.  … Yes, 

we are living in a world of fear. The life of man today is corroded and made 

bitter by fear. Fear of the future, fear of the hydrogen bomb, fear of 

ideologies.
171
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Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India furthered these sentiments as part of his 

Speech to the Conference Political Committee:  

 I speak with the greatest respect of these Great Powers because they are not 

 only great in military might but in development, in culture, in civilization. But 

 I do submit that greatness sometimes brings quite false values, false standards. 

 …  I submit that moral force counts and the moral force of Asia and Africa 

 must, in spite of the atomic and hydrogen bombs of Russia, the U.S.A. or 

 another country, count. … [B]ecause of the coming of the atomic and 

 hydrogen-bomb age, the whole concept of war, of peace, of politics, has 

 changed.
172

  

 

Yet it is important to note that these leading political figures of the third world during 

the 1950s endorsed aspects of American nationalism. For instance, American ideals of 

modernisation are upheld with the deference to their superior technology and standard 

of living. Alternatively, these third world nations constructed themselves as morally and 

spiritually superior, apparent in the references to the folly of nuclear war, the lack of 

“control”, and the “false values” of both the United States and the USSR. Concepts 

central to American rhetoric during the era, such as the pursuit of liberty and peace, and 

the issue of American morality raised by the inclusion of nuclear armaments in 

containment strategy, are reinforced here by Sukarno and Nehru to other third world 

leaders. When international discourse is viewed from this perspective, rhetorical 

agreement exists between the United States and these important third world leaders in 

relation to 1950s constructions of first and third world development as occupying 

different linear positions in this American narrative of human progress.      

    It is also significant, as W. T. Lhamon Jr. claims, that the Bandung Conference 

“signalled that European control of the developing continents had ended”, and that 

much of the Cold War was to be fought over the political status of these newly 

independent third world nations.
173

 Yet from these many nations across the first, second 

and third worlds, only a small number became the focus of influential New Age 

writings; Mexico, Tibet, India, Peru, and the United States. Another important geo-

political site was outer space. What these sites have in common across decades of Cold 

War propaganda is that they represent locations where imaginary national narratives 

derived from Manifest Destiny philosophy could be rhetorically deployed against 

Communist threat. Similarly, what can be detected in concurrent New Age literature is 

that, as Wertheimer found in nineteenth-century nationalistic representations, New Age 
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writings articulate a possession of these landscapes. Here it is useful to consider the 

significance of geography in the New Age through the work of Rose who writes: “The 

politics of knowledge is understood in terms of the politics of representation, and the 

politics of representation is interpreted in terms of a geopolitics of location”.
174

 James L. 

West also sees connections between this deployment of religion and geography, for he 

defines “spiritual imperialism [as] a fundamental part of the continued conquest of 

land”.
175

 Thus, a number of issues arise. What are the political criteria for the selection 

of other cultures as sources of New Age wisdom? What specific political factors in the 

United States facilitated the continued appropriation of indigenous religions found in 

New Age literature? And how are these appropriations represented?  

 Alternatively, in regions where the post-war Monroe Doctrine had been 

deployed in the service of Manifest Destiny, such as Korea and Vietnam, losses 

sustained in these two wars undermined the imagined success upon which the 

ideologies depend.
176

 Consequently, cultural narratives during these periods of failed 

military intervention returned to the site that had already been subjugated in white 

American history, the Native American landscape, as a reminder of past political 

victories. Deloria offers an analysis of the historical treatment of the Native American 

Indian. He provides a matrix for representations during earlier periods: 

[F]irst, an axis of distance on which Indians could appear anywhere 

 between a remote humanity and a mirror reflection of [the American] Self, and 

 second, an axis of value on which Indians appeared in gradations of 

 positive and negative.
177

  

 

Here Deloria refers to the variance between constructions of the brutal and noble 

savage. Eric J. Sundquist offers examples of these, noting that images of savagery 

foregrounded an imagined Indian penchant for “vengeance”, “their weak family 

structure”, and “scalping and other brutalities”.
178

 Alternatively, representations of the 

noble Indian constructed this figure as “tragic in defeat”, one whose “innocence” was 

juxtaposed against the “urban, industrialised world”.
179

 However, Deloria argues that 

there have been significant changes to white images of the Indian in the post-war era. 
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He writes that “[n]ow, these lines of difference and value threatened to disappear … 

before an all-encompassing universalism … that purports to be without boundaries”.
180

 

This claim can also be understood as the positioning of the Indian on the positive ends 

of the axes. He asserts that modern New Age representations position both Indians and 

whites as “bound by a universal web of blood connections and their relations to the 

earth”.
181

 Once more, this type of representation continues to displace social conflict 

and recent deterritorialisation with white narratives of spiritual progression.
182

  

The way in which these images of social harmony and their supposed 

connections to the earth further the aspirations of white nationalism is significant. 

Deloria argues that this new positioning of the Indian was enacted by whites who, in 

creating New Age „Indian‟ communities, enhanced ideals of white individualism in 

these communal arrangements by “„doing one‟s own thing‟”.
183

 Such an enactment 

confirms Dimock‟s thesis that earlier cultural expressions of nationalism were “the 

„great experiment of liberty‟ of the literary self”, which materialises here as a modern 

interpretation of Manifest Destiny ideology. Decontextualised from its historical 

locations, the “edenic nature” of Indian life constructed by the New Age represents, 

according to Deloria, “the sign of something unchanging”.
184

 Furthermore, modern 

images of the Indian represented this group of peoples in “positive terms – 

communitarian, environmentally wise, [and] spiritually insightful”.
185

 Those that sought 

to enact this modern version of Indianness internalised these features, “like all good 

unknowable essentials – in a person‟s interpretive heart and soul”.
186

 Deloria‟s analysis 

therefore offers two important concepts that can be understood in relation to Cold War 

understandings of Manifest Destiny and the Monroe Doctrine. Firstly, the white 

enactment of the imagined Indian seeks to spiritually reconnect white destiny with the 

landscape. Secondly, the deflection of conflict by the New Age during periods of 

unsuccessful military intervention can be read as a denial of the failure of both 

philosophies. Thus real historical time that is necessary in the narrative of Indian 

subjugation (and the subjugation of other cultures) has “disappear[ed]”, as Deloria 
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writes. These are salient points for, although Deloria‟s argument is in relation to the 

New Age representation of American Indian culture, his paradigm can also be applied to 

assess the appropriation of other spiritual practices in influential New Age literature.  

What is striking about Deloria‟s reasoning on New Age racial appropriations is 

the way in which he argues that time is subjugated to space, a theoretical approach also 

employed in the analysis of American nationalism by Bercovitch, Dimock and 

Wertheimer. These critical arguments all note the dual characteristic in the deployment 

of time which historically positions nationalist discourse and the American self as open-

ended due to their progressive possibilities, while features and figures in the discourse 

including liberty, faith, democracy, and racial others remain fixed and essentialised. 

Thus the methodological approaches of these critics on different aspects of American 

cultural history have theoretical commonalities that can be employed to critique 

ideological representations of the New Age and American political ambitions. The 

argument here is that New Age representations culturally captured geo-political spaces 

and the spiritual cultures within them to recreate, recalling Wertheimer‟s words, “hybrid 

identities” of the United States in its pre-World War II moral state in order to manifest 

what James Redfield called in the phrase used as this chapter‟s epigraph, “the goal of 

history all along”.
187

  

 

**** 

 

Representing destiny 

   Turning now to cultural representations of the early Cold War period, 

apocalyptic anxieties impacted upon American cultural values, which encouraged the 

emergence of influential discourses in response to the new international political, 

scientific, and religious circumstances. Critics usually write of these responses in the 

form of a binary.
 
The first was a retreat into the idealisation of familial domesticity and 

conspicuous consumption.
188

 The second engaged with ideas of personal and social 

criticism, with a growing sense of despair in an effort to counter what Richard Ruland 

and Malcolm Bradbury claim to be “the new historical horror, moral pain and rising 
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alienation” of the post-war period.
189

 Representations formulated from both these 

discourses began appearing throughout the various genres and modes of production.
 
 

 Constructions of traditional family values were expressed in television 

programmes where spiritual redemption, moral order and national stability could be 

retrieved and maintained. Domesticity discourse was often disseminated in literal 

representations that focussed exclusively on contemporary marriage and the family, for 

instance I Love Lucy (1951-1957), and Father Knows Best (1954–1960). However, it 

can be argued that in response to the disappointing outcome of the Korean War, this 

discourse also represented domesticity in relation to the historical subjugation of the 

American landscape and Native American Indians in other genres. For example, its 

political implications are evident in successful Broadway musicals and films like Seven 

Brides for Seven Brothers (1954), an example of the imaginative erasure of Native 

American Indians by white marriage in the American West. The popularity of westerns 

such as Broken Arrow (1950) constructed what David Anthony Tyeeme Clark and 

Joane Nagel call the “invented” Indian, a theoretical position that aligns with Deloria‟s 

argument.
190

 This type of imagery is an example of historical Indian diversity “flattened 

out” to represent a universalised subversive construction which is subsequently 

contained, and which is particularly evident in the nineteenth-century frontier 

settings.
191

 Thus the discourse of domesticity was employed to convey the optimism of 

Manifest Destiny philosophy across a range of national and private narratives.    

 By contrast, criticism of self and society with an emphasis upon social justice 

and rights of the individual were increasingly expressed in other cultural 

representations. For example, the plays of Tennessee Williams reconstructed the home 

as spiritually bereft, a site which thwarted personal growth, contributing to the creation 

of dysfunctional identities, rather than a nurturing and protective space. Popular yet 

controversial films such as Rebel Without A Cause (1955) and novels like Peyton Place 

(1956) by Grace Metalious reacted against the idealisation of home and the family, 

instead representing domesticity as increasingly and unhealthily confined. The rising 

popularity of psychoanalysis in medical culture had entered fictional forms, shifting 

narratives from earlier political themes like the Depression to personal stories of 
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“trauma and dysfunction”.
192

 Ruland and Bradbury argue that Jewish and Black writers 

were also among those who began to address “the moral and the human anxieties of the 

modern self” in a world they perceived as “historically confident but spiritually 

incomplete”.
193

 Morris Dickstein, too, claims that collectively, these Black or Jewish 

writers like Ralph Ellison and Saul Bellow moved “toward … concerns about identity 

… and man‟s place in the larger scheme of the universe” while becoming increasingly 

“pessimistic and introspective” about the direction American society was moving in, 

Ellison‟s Invisible Man and Arthur Miller‟s Death of a Salesman being representative 

examples.
194 

These various texts share what Bercovitch named the “lament” inherent in 

the American vision, resistant works that, for differing reasons, argue against their 

exclusion from, and hence their disillusionment with, the national vision in its 

contemporaneous conceptualisation.
195

  

  Cultural products which expressed these opposing discourses of domesticity and 

despair engaged with the political momentum of the era, exploring ways to counter 

national anxieties through what Elizabeth Long describes as a “re-examination of 

traditional concepts of success”.
196

 Yet, despite the oppositional approach in these two 

ideologies, it is significant that at their core remains a central issue: the issue of national 

imaginings. Both discourses remained thematically constant in an effort, Lhamon 

writes, to “[find] new ways to overcome despair, [by] reassembling old feelings in new 

ways so to feel possibility again”.
197

 However, there was little doubt that the United 

States had reached a crisis point in national identity, for the ideological and discursive 

features of Manifest Destiny were sundered.  

In addition to these two discourses, this thesis argues that a third can be 

identified during the early Cold War, one also (re)constituted from nationalist 

philosophy. The term chosen here to discuss these particular representations of national 

philosophy emerging in the early post-war period is „fortification‟ because of the 

political, military and religious connotations implied by the term. The Oxford English 

Dictionary defines „fortification‟ as “[t]he action of fortifying; in senses of the vb”.
198
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Thus the noun implies both agency and knowledge. In terms of this knowledge, a more 

complete understanding can be gained by considering the meanings attached to the verb 

form, which are “to make strong, to impart strength or vigour to (the body, its organs, or 

powers); to give (a person, oneself) strength or endurance for some effort”. The Oxford 

English Dictionary also notes there was an American commercial connotation to the 

term, for it also described “trading station[s] (originally fortified) … in British North 

America and parts of the U.S”. A definition of the verb „to fortify‟, in a military context, 

is   

[t]o surround (an army, oneself) with defences; to put in a position of defence, 

[to have] moral strength or courage … unyielding courage in the endurance of 

pain or adversity; … to defend or protect with a fortification; to fortify; to 

enclose in a fort; also with in; … [and] to strengthen against attack.  

 

The major beliefs of „fortification‟ as a Cold War discourse upheld the duality of 

liberation and defence, optimism and despair, while these ideals were conveyed with 

that “unshakable” confidence in the righteousness of the imaginings.
199

 This discourse 

infused the secular with the sacred, the political with the spiritual, and an inscribed 

future with a glorified origin. As such, its historical evolution from the Manifest Destiny 

and Monroe Doctrine discourses when the national mission was both “lament[ed] and 

celebrate[d]”, is evident.
200

 A range of dominant symbols and themes have remained 

historically constant in expressions of fortification. For example, there is the 

significance accorded to spiritual and political progress, often related in terms of 

commercial interest. There are representations of spiritual rebirth. Battle rhetoric and 

imagery is frequently applied in reference to expanding liberty and salvation, and there 

is a focus upon international proselyting. The term „fortification‟ is therefore well suited 

to express the way in which this discourse culturally articulated political and religious 

attempts to prepare the United States for the new era of Cold War internationalism. 

Fortification discourse gave expression to the optimistic political ideals of peace and 

liberty and the readiness against potential Cold War nuclear apocalypse through the 

reinforcement of the American mind, body and spirit. It ran parallel to official discourse 

through the fortification of the personal, the social, the political and the religious. 

In turn, the dissemination of these representations facilitated the increasing 

growth of three movements: the New Age, evangelical Christianity, and a political 

counterpart, neo-conservatism.
 
While these movements certainly include differences, 

their mounting popularity registers as similar responses to the crisis of the Cold War. 
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Political historian John Ehrman offers an examination of the increasing political, social 

and religious influence of neo-conservative thinking from the initial post-war period.
201

 

Booth writes that the rising status of evangelicalism was related to their “redemptive 

cocktail of fear of god, fear of communism and fear of Armageddon”, and he associates 

this religious interest with the new political context of neo-conservatism.
202

 Albanese 

finds linkages between the New Age and Christian evangelicalism, as does Schulman.
 
 

For example, Albanese finds that both these movements exhibit a commitment to social 

issues like health and healing while Schulman sees the emphasis upon the existential 

experience of God to be common to both.
203

 There are therefore associations that can be 

drawn between neo-conservatism and evangelicalism, and evangelicalism and the New 

Age. Interestingly, scholars have not explored the more specific relationship between 

the New Age and Cold War politics.   

Examples of political representations of fortification discourse which gained 

notoriety during the period were George Kennan‟s article “The Sources of Soviet 

Conduct”, published in Foreign Affairs in 1947 and The Vital Centre: The Politics of 

Freedom (1949) by Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr, the latter becoming perhaps the most 

influential political text of the era.
204

 Patterson includes a discussion of the emerging 

Christian perspective, referring to songs such as “„I Believe‟” and “„It‟s No Secret What 

God Can Do‟”, and films including Quo Vadis (1951) and Ben Hur (1959) where the 

heroes fortified themselves against “pagan … villains”.
205

 Leading religious figures, for 

instance, Billy Graham and his Evangelistic Society were extremely popular with a 

weekly television show and syndicated newspaper column, answering “10,000 letters a 

week”, according to Patterson.
206

 The highly successful The Power of Positive Thinking 

(1952) by Norman Vincent Peale is another example of Christian interpretations of 

fortification.
207

  

As a genre of fortification discourse, New Age writings imagine the successful 

implementation of American nationalist philosophy at sites of anxiety on the frontier. 

Because political and cultural understandings of empire “[do] not rely upon fixed 
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boundaries”, these constructions of the frontier are disseminated through a shifting set 

of spiritual representations across various geo-political locations.
208

 It is central to this 

argument then to acknowledge that post-war American political expressions of the 

frontier vary according to the interpretation of international political events in any given 

era. Furthermore, notions of evil that were once associated with the racial other at the 

frontier, were initially reconstructed to appear in the second world of Communism, and 

then in various institutions that were similarly perceived to threaten the national mission 

in the post-Cold War era. The resulting hybrid spirituality that emerges from the 

Americanisation of any given religion practised on the frontier is therefore without sin, 

or, as Heelas notes, a spirituality in which “Satan as a real being has more or less 

dropped entirely out of the picture”.
209

 In this genre, an American protagonist has an 

encounter with those at the frontier. As a result of this encounter, the American acquires 

spiritual wisdom. This spirituality becomes the means of spiritual armament which not 

only protects the protagonist and the nation, but also the American possession of the 

frontier. At times when the frontier is politically associated with an agrarian racial other, 

the spirituality of this figure is appropriated to mark that cultural expansion has been 

achieved. Two literary examples which exemplify a cultural possession of the agrarian 

other were Aldous Huxley‟s The Doors of Perception (1954) and Jack Kerouac‟s On 

The Road (1957).
 
As will be demonstrated in Chapter One, these texts narrate a spiritual 

journey to the frontier in which both protagonists interpret this experience through the 

concurrent framework of nationalist philosophy.  

Importantly, all three discourses, domesticity, despair and fortification, can be 

understood in relation to their levels of engagement with symbolism integral to the post-

war understandings of national ideology. Domesticity discourse represented the 

complete materialisation of such a destiny, where white America has subdued the land 

and its people (Native American Indians) to the extent where there were now only 

occasional appearances from the imagined Indian.
 
The valorisation of white liberty, 

salvation and commerce, the perfect home, can be read as articulating only the 

celebratory or colonial aspects of Manifest Destiny. The second discourse, that of 

despair, constituted a strong critique of Manifest Destiny, arguing that America was an 

imperfect domicile where liberty, salvation and commerce had not yet been achieved. 

And so, this discourse might be considered to express the characteristics of lament, or 

the post-colonial voice inherent in the national mission. Hence it is of little surprise that 
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this discourse was mostly disseminated by and subscribed to by African-Americans, 

Jews, women, homosexuals and the anti-war movement.
 
Nonetheless, their social 

criticisms indicate an underlying belief in the American destiny, albeit one that was yet 

to materialise for these marginalised groups.  

 However, the lack of engagement with internationalism and the decoupling of 

the dualities integral to national imaginings situate these first two discourses as 

incomplete expressions of national philosophy. It is the third, that of fortification, as an 

endorsement of liberty and containment, which culturally validated the international 

expansionism of the American frontier. This discourse (as variously understood in 

neoconservativism, Christian evangelicalism and the New Age) is therefore situated as 

one which, to the greatest extent, endorsed the traditional pillars of American politics, 

and the rapidly emerging Cold War applications of these tenets. By assessing the way in 

which political rhetoric and concurrent New Age discourse were mutually compatible, 

this thesis will argue that as an articulation of fortification discourse, New Age literature 

has functioned as a cultural expression of white American nationalism.    

 

**** 

 

Writing the new age   

 This thesis consists of five chapters which explore the relationship between the 

rhetorical expression of national beliefs in presidential politics and in the 

“unacknowledged … canon”, as Heelas described it, of influential New Age writings 

since the onset of the Cold War.
210

 The selection of New Age literary material to be 

examined in this thesis arises from a consideration of the influential status of a text in 

any given period. Although countless New Age texts are produced each year as each 

decade generates its own variants, only a small number of texts in each of these periods 

attain widespread status throughout the movement. Important then to my choice of text 

are issues such as the length of time on best seller lists, popularity across Western 

cultures, and whether certain discourses within the texts themselves seemed to have 

gained a social currency beyond the New Age movement, especially in areas of personal 

(and national) identity.  

The political context to be examined here has further significance for the New 

Age canon. Firstly, it will be argued that the New Age and political rhetoric are 

complementary. Secondly, although presidential rhetoric draws upon national beliefs, 
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the importance of the narrative of progress and the historical transformations in world 

events combine to transform the rhetoric employed to articulate the national vision. 

Each presidency is therefore marked by specific themes that individualise the particular 

time in office. Thirdly, the eclectic nature of the New Age can be understood as the 

result of the continual emergence of new popular forms inside the genre in ways that 

complement their contemporaneous political discourses. It is from these dominant 

expressions that further sub-genres develop. This literary process is accumulative, 

leading to the huge assortment of articulated beliefs and their associated practices that 

make up the New Age movement today.  

 Chapter One will critically examine the relationship between Beat Generation 

literature and American politics, concentrating on Aldous Huxley‟s The Doors of 

Perception (1954) and Jack Kerouac‟s On The Road (1957).
211

 As a British writer living 

in the United States, Huxley claimed that new representations were required to 

articulate religious resolutions to the new political circumstances of the Cold War. 

Published after the Korean War and during the year in which Soviet attack was 

considered most likely, The Doors of Perception offers a discussion that contains and 

silences Native American spirituality within the discursive features of modern science, 

constructed in ways that evoke white nationalist philosophy. Later that same decade, 

Kerouac narrated a new spiritual vision of America that both lamented and celebrated 

America‟s heritage through the cultural possession of the agrarian Mexican Indian. 

Because The Doors of Perception and On the Road are dominated by concurrent 

political conceptions of self and other in terms of liberty and salvation, it will be argued 

that these texts can be read as politically compatible with ideals circulated by Dwight D. 

Eisenhower‟s administration. It will be established that Beat use of political and 

religious themes and textual devices work as narrative precursors to contemporary New 

Age literature. Chapter One will therefore examine the origins of the genre.     

  Chapter Two examines the cultural impact of John F. Kennedy‟s policies to 

transform the nation into a younger, smarter America, on the psychedelic movement in 

the 1960s.  The vigorous political interest in science and knowledge as part of Cold War 

strategy became infused into Beat representations, resulting in the scientific 

appropriation of agrarian spiritual knowledge. The transition in political focus from the 

Soviets to the Chinese drew attention to the on-going Tibetan resistance, a shift that is 

also represented in the major hippie text of the early 1960s, The Psychedelic 
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Experience: A Manual Based on The Tibetan Book of the Dead (1964) by Timothy 

Leary, Ralph Metzner and Richard Alpert.
212

 However, by the late sixties, Lyndon B. 

Johnson‟s policy of the Great Society and the escalation of the Vietnam War resulted in 

domestic division and violence, creating a situation which threatened the successful 

implementation (the imagined and the real) of Manifest Destiny and the Monroe 

Doctrine. Here the invented Mexican Indian, now a speaking figure of Native American 

knowledge, appears in Carlos Castaneda‟s The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of 

Knowledge (1968) in a cultural response to this threat.
213

 Thus, national issues debated 

in the 1960s focussed upon ideas of knowledge as a form of patriotic duty in Cold War 

defence. Similarly, these ideas emerge in New Age narratives during this decade.  

The inauguration of Richard Milhous Nixon in 1969 facilitated the next turning 

point in the hippie literature during the 1970s, the focus of Chapter Three. For a decade 

remembered mostly for Vietnam and Watergate, it is important to note the fresh 

approach to internationalism utilised by Nixon and his Secretary of State, Henry 

Kissinger. Thematically speaking, détente was promoted through images and rhetoric of 

the American pilgrim.
 
This was an era where images of the Monroe Doctrine were 

downplayed in favour of those of an expanded Manifest Destiny. Political 

representations now constructed American interventions as bearers of peace, epitomised 

by Nixon‟s historic visit to China. Spiritual representations in this period were similarly 

transformed by this political rearrangement of national beliefs. It was now India which 

emerged during this period as an agrarian nation vulnerable to Communist ideology. 

Accordingly, cross-cultural Indian-hippie relationships figured in this decade. 

Krishnamurti toured the west, and Ram Dass, formerly known as Richard Alpert, co-

author of The Psychedelic Experience, became an „Indian‟ guru. Krishnamurti‟s The 

Krishnamurti Reader (1954) republished in 1970, and Ram Dass‟s Be Here Now 

(1971), were significant in encouraging the spiritual journey into the othered landscape 

under threat, for example, the hippie trail that led to India.
214

 It will also be argued that 

the ensuing Watergate affair, and the further losses sustained by the Ford and Carter 

administrations in regard to the continued inflation, the Iranian hostage crisis and the oil 

embargoes negatively affected nationalist fervour, and, coupled with the emphasis upon 
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actual participation in India, for example, the Rajneesh commune at Poona, interest in 

New Age writings diminished. This thesis will contend that this hippie exodus 

decreased interest in its literature, and thus a reduction in its commercial success and 

influence, during the latter part of the 1970s.  

 However, by the 1980s, Ronald W. Reagan, the subject of Chapter Four, ignited 

passions for domestic renewal and restoration as the means to invigorate American 

nationalism and contain Soviet expansionism. Of importance was religious 

individualism and commerce, both features which drew from national philosophy.
 
With 

his sustained political attention to the religious dimensions of the American mission, the 

discourses of the New Age and evangelical Christianity drew further cultural interest.
215 

The presidential emphasis upon the spiritual renewal of the white American self was 

culturally supported by a surge of New Age interest in pop psychology and rebirthing 

practices, epitomised by Christian minister Louise Hay and her text, You Can Heal Your 

Life (1984). Issues of nuclear threat once again surfaced, and these apocalyptic anxieties 

encouraged interest in ideas which argued that a strong defence and a readiness for war 

was needed to maintain world peace. Dan Millman‟s Way of the Peaceful Warrior: A 

Book That Changes Lives (1980) exemplifies these political discourses of liberation and 

containment in a narrative that expresses the spiritual development of an American 

„warrior‟.
216

 The ensuing publicity surrounding Reagan‟s „Star Wars‟ shield, the 

Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), also sparked a fascination in communications with 

aliens, best expressed by Opening to Channel: How to Connect with Your Guide (1987) 

by Sanaya Roman and Duane Packer.
217

  

 That the Cold War ended while George H. W. Bush Snr. was in office 

encouraged his administration to concentrate on the role of the United States as world 

leader. In his representations of leadership, Bush emphasised conservative Christian 

ideals, and New Age texts similarly came to complement these new political directives. 

Bush argued for a re-thinking of public ethics that centred on gendered ideologies of 

normative behaviour and authority. Subsequently, interest grew in new social groups 

such as the Men‟s Movement, the Promise Keepers and the mythopoetic movement. 
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Chapter Five will discuss two renowned New Age texts that focus explicitly upon 

Christianised prescriptions for the social re-organisation of (American) men and 

women, Robert Bly‟s Iron John: A Book About Men (1990) and Marianne Williamson‟s 

A Woman’s Worth (1993).
218

 Assuming the presidency in 1993, William Jefferson 

Clinton championed international liberalism, a theme which encapsulated the entirety of 

national philosophy. Accordingly, the agrarian other returns once more to mark political 

rhetoric and imagery as a figure in need of protection from various new dangers in the 

post-Cold War context. James Redfield‟s The Celestine Prophecy: An Adventure (1993) 

echoes the tenets of the Clinton administration, for the American narrator attempts to 

save the third world agrarian other from corrupt governments and churches, land 

degradation and the like, while promoting the importance of democracy outside the 

United States.  

In sum, this thesis will argue that nationalist political interests are furthered 

through the production and consumption of New Age texts since the Second World 

War, encouraged by the unique historical configurations of American politics, and 

driven by advances in atomic technology. These texts reproduce the chronotopic 

features of American national philosophy, in which ideals of liberation and 

containment, mostly in relation to the agrarian world under threat, are disseminated. The 

inception, production and increasingly wide-spread reception of New Age literature is 

facilitated by the congruency between its texts and American political imaginings. As a 

discourse that expresses spiritual practice, its cultural importance lies in its ability to 

articulate and manifest the religious dimensions of the American political vision. 

 

**** 
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Chapter One 
 

 

A Fighting Faith1
 
  

 

 

 
At such a time in history, we who are free must proclaim anew our faith. This faith is the abiding creed of 

our fathers … [and] defines our full view of life.
2
   

 

 

I knew that I had lived a whole life and many others in the poor atomistic husk of my flesh, and I had all 

the dreams.
3
 

 

 

 

Deliver us from evil        

  During the 1950s, responses to the fears of nuclear war and domestic dissent that 

were emerging within the United States were increasingly articulated in terms of 

political and cultural fortification. In this context, the discourse of faith assumed 

centrality in the national philosophy outlined in the Introduction. The two texts which 

best represent the New Age engagement with these political anxieties are Aldous 

Huxley‟s The Doors of Perception (1954) and On The Road (1957) by Jack Kerouac. 

The success of Huxley‟s 1954 account has had significant consequences for the New 

Age movement. In identifying the need for religious unification, The Doors of 

Perception became the ur-text for New Age writings in its literary use of political and 

religious themes. Given the importance of Huxley‟s text to the New Age movement, it 

is essential that Huxley and his book be contextualised. The analysis of On The Road 

will argue that Kerouac offered a similar political-religious vision, which in turn 

consolidated the generic features Huxley established. These texts are significant because 

they mark the popular post-war beginnings of the Americanisation of New Age 

literature.
 
Through this examination, the chapter will uncover the dominant modes of 

representation that have been consistently employed throughout the ensuing decades of 

New Age writings.    

 

 

                                                 
1
 Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. called democracy “a fighting faith” in 1948, prior to the publication of his 
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2
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3
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Manifesting liberty    

After winning the presidency in 1952, Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower 

continued Truman‟s ethical restoration of third world people in his Inaugural Address in 

1953 when he proclaimed that the United States 

 hold[s] all continents and peoples in equal regard and honor. We reject any 

 insinuation that one race or another, one people or another, is in any sense 

 inferior or expendable.
4
 

 

As discussed in the Introduction, ideologies of race played an important role in the 

construction of citizenry of both the United States and third world nations in the 

immediate post-war period. Perhaps the most influential aspect of this speech for New 

Age understandings of fortification is the manner in which Eisenhower highlights the 

imagined political and religious relationship between the agrarian third world and the 

United States: 

How far have we come in man‟s long pilgrimage from darkness toward light? 

Are we nearing the light – a day of freedom and of peace for all mankind? Or 

are the shadows of another night closing in upon us?
 
 … The faith we hold 

belongs not to us alone but to the free of all the world. This common bond  binds 

the grower of rice in Burma and the planter of wheat in Iowa, the shepherd in 

southern Italy and the mountaineer in the Andes. It confers a common dignity 

upon the French soldier who dies in Indo-China, the British soldier killed in 

Malaya, the American life given in Korea.
5
      

 

Firstly, atomic anxieties find expression in a pair of questions that pose alternative 

scenarios of spiritual progress or engulfing darkness, employing the binary rhetoric that 

Eric Wertheimer finds characteristic of American national discourse.
6
 Secondly, 

American democracy or “faith” as Eisenhower names it, is decontextualised to appear 

timeless and ahistorical by its naturalisation across various socio-geographical sites. 

Thirdly, Western interventions in Asia are positioned as ensuing from a noble 

democratic cause. Eisenhower continued to evoke what David Caute describes as the 

“national missionary piety of Americans, the identification of self-interest and self-

assertion with the will of God” encouraged earlier by Truman.
7
 There is also an 

expressed sense of shared purpose between these disparate groups, the saviours, and the 

saved. Another project that drew upon this political paradigm was the People-to-People 

Program implemented later in 1956. It was designed to create and maintain 

“international understanding and friendship through … the exchange of ideas and 

                                                 
4
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5
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6
 Wertheimer, pp. 9-14. 

7
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experiences”.
8
 Eisenhower considered cultural and artistic ventures part of “building the 

road to enduring peace … a critical goal in the existing Cold War climate”.
9
 

 Events during the Korean War of 1950-1952 also influenced the manner in 

which Eisenhower conducted his presidency.
10

 The loss of American troops beyond the 

38
th

 parallel into North Korea, in an action which drew Chinese Communist forces into 

the war, “drained American men, resources and morale”.
11

 David Halberstam agrees 

with Caute that these actions were indicative of America‟s displacement of 

“contemporary realities” in Asia with a propensity for “missionary daydreams”.
12

 

Unable to win the war that began in Truman‟s presidency, Eisenhower sent word to 

China that the United States was willing to use nuclear weapons to end the fighting if an 

armistice was not reached.
13

 A truce was later sealed and Korea remained divided, an 

outcome which contradicted the success imagined in political and cultural narratives of 

Manifest Destiny and the Monroe Doctrine. Not surprisingly, the cultural response to 

this war was to “forget it”, according to Halberstam.
14

 Unlike World War II, only a few 

cultural productions focussed upon this war, including M*A*S*H (1972-1983), which 

was often incorrectly assumed to represent the Vietnam War.
15

  

  In denouncing the fall of China to Communism, Eisenhower laid much blame 

upon the policies of Truman.
16

 In his consideration, a more fortified military approach 

to containment was necessary, resulting in what was known as the “New Look”. A 

doctrine of “massive nuclear retaliation” was soon implemented after its announcement 

in 1953, and nuclear weapons, as part of the overall munitions of the United States, 

were central to this policy.
17

 Rhetorically, the New Look was disseminated in 
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terminology drawn from the binary of war and peace in national philosophy. 

“Brinkmanship”, as it was known, is defined by Gordon H. Chang as a practice that 

would “tak[e] the country to the verge of war … to maintain peace”.
18

 For instance, 

despite Eisenhower‟s refusal to employ the bomb in Vietnam, it was also widely 

believed that the administration would employ nuclear weapons in Southeast Asia to 

end the escalating conflict.
19

 Eisenhower rationalised brinkmanship to the American 

people once more in a dichotomy of life and death: 

 To protect our nations and our peoples from the catastrophe of a nuclear 

 holocaust, free nations must maintain countervailing military power to 

 persuade the Communists of the futility of seeking their ends through 

 aggression.
20

 

 

What is notable in this justification is that the word “our” works as a strategy of both 

nationalistic identification and possession. Anna K. Nelson examines major aspects of 

foreign policy in which the paradigm of joint containment can be detected. She writes 

there was an emphasis upon “mutual security” where the United States provided support 

for “indigenous armies”.
21

 James T. Patterson, too, discusses how CIA coups, for 

example those in Iran and Guatemala, became a popular political methodology for 

containment, since they were “rather easily accomplished”.
22

 Patterson continues, 

claiming that “Americans … seemed delighted with what they were allowed to know of 

CIA activity”, indicating that ideologies of nationalism drew popular interest in 

response to this identification and possession.
23

  

 Against ideals of liberty, contrasting images of apocalyptic death were circulated 

and politicised through an intersection of science and religion, both fundamental 

concepts of Cold War strategy deployed inside the United States. Americans were told:   

 [S]cience seems ready to confer upon us, as its final gift, the power to erase 

 human life from this planet.
 
… We sense with all our faculties that forces of 

 good and evil are massed and armed and opposed as rarely before in history.
24
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However, Eisenhower again reminded the people of the role of faith in national ideals, 

urging a fortified America: 

[W]e are persuaded by necessity and by belief that the strength of all free 

peoples lies in  unity; their danger, in discord. … The peace we seek, then, is 

nothing less than the practice and fulfillment of our whole faith among ourselves 

and in our dealings with others.
25

  

 

This last passage carries a warning against the potential for division within the United 

States, a stance increasingly articulated through despair discourse, as well as a warning 

to those smaller nations which might be considering positions of non-alignment or 

Communist support.  

 However, it was through his argument for nuclear disarmament that Eisenhower 

most distinguished his presidency from that of Truman. The NSC-68 report initiated by 

Truman had concluded that 1954 would be “„the year of maximum danger‟”, the year 

when a Soviet nuclear attack on America was considered “most likely to occur”.
26

 

Eisenhower responded to these dire predictions with implementation of the New Look. 

These political measures had social consequences as Patterson writes, for instance, the 

increasing popularity of white evangelical Christianity, in which leading figures like 

Billy Graham considered that “time … [was] running out” in the nuclear age.
27

 Other 

religious groups formed, like the “pre-millenarians who believed that an apocalypse 

would bring on the second coming of Christ”.
28

 Yet Eisenhower also considered that the 

United States must offer more than criticisms of the Soviet Union. According to 

Geoffrey Perret, he argued, “[j]ust one thing matters – what have we got to offer the 

world?”
29

 The United States, he insisted, must choose “the road to disarmament”.
30

 

Eisenhower raised these anxieties again in April 1953 by declaring that without 

strategies for peace, “[t]he worst is atomic warfare. The best would be this: a life of 

perpetual fear and tension”.
31

 As a result, he concluded that “[t]his is not a way of life at 

all”.
32

 By December, Eisenhower began articulating his solutions, stating that “[t]o 

hasten the day when fear of the atom will begin to disappear from the minds of people, 

and the governments of the East and West, there are certain steps that can be taken 
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now”.
33

 He explained the global role and responsibility of the United States to the 

United Nations in nationalist phraseology that conjured up a chronotopic vision of a 

world progressing towards peace:   

 The United States knows that peaceful power from atomic energy is no dream 

 of the future. The capability, already proved, is here today. …  [M]y country‟s 

 purpose is to help us to move out of the dark chamber of horrors into the light, 

 to find a way by which the minds of men, the hopes of men, the souls of men 

 everywhere, can move forward towards peace and happiness and well-being.
34

 

 

And so, as Elmo Richardson writes, “science was to be directed toward the 

requirements of a peaceful world”.
35

 Significantly, in the conflation of faith and 

technology, this speech employed secular and sacred worldviews, in a modern 

construction in which the rational voice of science carried the spiritual concerns of the 

nation. Consequently, Eisenhower‟s political reformulation of the role of American 

science in the atomic age as one for the advancement of democracy was to have lasting 

influence over popular understandings of the Cold War and one of its concurrent 

cultural expressions, New Age literature.  

  

The colour of faith 

The dread of Communism struck at the heart of American politics, manifesting a 

fear of the spread of totalitarianism, not only in smaller nations, but inside the United 

States itself. The American public grew increasingly aware of the threat of Communism 

from press releases issued by the White House, circulated by radio and newspapers, and 

then by television. The media played an important role, writes Ellen Schrecker: 

 The cold war transformed domestic communism from a matter of political 

 opinion to one of national security … The sense of urgency … came from the 

 government‟s attempt to mobilize public opinion for the cold war.
36

   

 

Schrecker goes further, claiming that the government, in fact, required this level of 

publicity for its anti-Communist crusade.
37

 As witnessed by events surrounding the 

televised McCarthy trials in a period known as the „Red Scare‟, the threat of internal 
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infiltration by Communists unsettled the nation despite its burgeoning economy and 

infrastructure. Gallup polls at the time showed that the American people considered “the 

threat of communism at home” to be “the most important” national concern.
38

 So much 

so that it prompted a stern warning by Eisenhower in his State of the Union Address of 

1954:  

 We should recognize by law a fact that is plain to all thoughtful citizens - that 

 we are dealing here with actions akin to treason - that when a citizen 

 knowingly participates in the Communist conspiracy he no longer holds 

 allegiance to the United States.
39

       

 

The sentencing of spies like Fuchs in espionage cases, the controversial trial of the 

Rosenbergs, and their subsequent executions added to the sense of domestic distress.
40

 

Eisenhower‟s comments therefore directed Americans to consider their levels of 

commitment to the United States by drawing their attention to dominant representations 

of the national character. He indicated that the subject of his faith was the United States, 

for when asked about religion, he produced an American coin on which the words 

“FREEDOM” and “GOD” were respectively inscribed on either side.
41

 “That coin”, he 

said, “represents my religion”.
42

  

In turn, Eisenhower defined American citizenship for the nation by mediating 

features drawn from the frontier ideologies of Manifest Destiny and the Monroe 

Doctrine:     

Patriotism means equipped forces and a prepared citizenry. Moral stamina 

means more energy and more productivity, on the farm and in the factory. Love 

of liberty means the guarding of every resource that makes freedom possible - 

from the sanctity of our families and the wealth of our soil to the genius of our 

scientists. And so each citizen plays an indispensable role. The productivity of 

our heads, our hands, and our hearts is the source of all the strength we can 

command, for both the enrichment of our lives and the winning of the peace.
43

 

 

What can be detected here is the rhetorical use of the dual constructs of liberty and 

defense, and individualism and science to articulate post-war national philosophy. For 

example, the “love” of freedom exists simultaneously with the “guarding” of American 
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culture, and the “genius” of its intelligentsia is rhetorically linked to “each citizen”. 

However, the role of faith takes precedence, for it is the family, the social grouping that 

most intimately connects individuals, that is “sancti[fied]” and positioned syntactically 

with the American landscape, “our soil”. The paradigm of model citizenship endorsed 

by his administration for the enactment of both liberation and containment required this 

fortified faith, an intersection of democracy and religious belief, despite the 

constitutional separation of church and state. Eisenhower continued:  

 We must be ready to dare all for our country. For history does not long entrust 

 the care of freedom to the weak or the timid. We must acquire proficiency in 

 defense and display stamina in purpose … They are laws of spiritual strength 

 that generate and define our material strength.
44

 

 

Eisenhower evoked a reflective, even religious nationalistic mood as part of his anti-

Soviet rhetoric. Drawing upon the constitution which valorised religious tolerance, 

Patterson cites Eisenhower as saying, “Our government makes no sense unless it is 

founded on a deeply felt religious faith – and I don‟t care what it is”.
45

 And so, by the 

early 1950s, across political and popular culture alike, questions were increasingly 

asked in response to the Communist threat: What were these “spiritual laws”? What 

principles formed the spiritual character of the United States? If America “must 

acquire” this “spiritual strength,” how might that be accomplished?   

 Meanwhile, social unrest intensified in the wake of inconsistencies emerging 

from politicised narratives of racial equality. In the history of national beliefs, the 

centrality of white cultural values had remained historically constant, and so, 

Eisenhower‟s understanding of nationalism did not undermine the dominant position of 

white American culture. Rather these tenets tacitly remained as a means to consolidate 

and fortify the post-war American self. Yet this national construction of white goodness 

was disputed by many in the United States at the time, particularly evidenced by the 

African American response across various sectors of society, such as education, health, 

and law, and most of all, in applications of citizenship. Max Elbaum explains that the 

“protracted and bitter” fight for Black civil rights during the 1950s exposed “the white 

monopoly on political power”, especially in episodes in Little Rock and Montgomery.
46

 

The federal government had awarded citizenship to Native American Indians as early as 
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1924, however, such citizenship was devoid of “tangible meaning”, according to 

Patterson, and American Indians did not receive the vote in many states “until the early 

1950s”.
47

 Yet these newly established civil rights were mitigated by further political 

losses. Joane Nagel examines the history of Indian policy, arguing that during the early 

post-War period, “assimilation” by policies known as “termination” was implemented.
48

 

She quotes Orne Burt, an Assistant Interior Secretary, to provide insight into the 

nationalist ideologies that underpinned these programs:   

Basically, they [the Indians] are Americans and ought to become a part of us for 

their own good and for the benefit they can give us. … The world is made up of 

people who overrun others, as a result of which we have great nations. America 

is an outstanding example of that.
49

 

 

Burt‟s comment has two significant political features. Firstly, a racial reconstruction of 

the Indian was occurring in this period, noticeable by the “benefit” Burt claims that 

Indians brought to white society. Secondly, there is the rhetorical deflection of conflict 

within the narrative of progression as Wai-chee Dimock noted. The act of 

“overrun[ning] others” is positioned here as a necessary stage in the materialisation of 

white American destiny, one that indicates its imperial position. Nagel continues, 

stating that those who did not advocate termination and the loss of Indian identity by 

these assimilation processes were considered “„un-American‟”, the term closely 

associated with Communism.
50

 Thus, Eisenhower‟s declaration in a radio address in 

1953 that “no man [sic] of any color or creed will ever be able to cry „This is not a free 

land‟”, was fraught with contradiction.
51

    

 By comparing the articulated racial position and the racial practice of the 

Eisenhower administration, it can be seen that a substantial gap existed between the 

rhetoric and social reality, both nationally and internationally. Because Eisenhower‟s 

practice constructed citizenship as white, by implication „coloured‟ Americans could be 

located beyond or outside such a definition. The political construction of the agrarian 

other at the frontier as a source of concern had two immediate national consequences. It 

not only encouraged white representations of the imagined or invented Native American 

Indian, but also those of the African American, another figure with a long history 
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associated with the white possession of land and peoples.
52

 Thus there was an implied 

relationship between African Americans, Native American Indians and third world 

citizens that could be either realised or displaced through the nexus of race, citizenship 

and agrarian practice, according to political need. By implementing the “sequential 

phenomenon” employed in nationalist narratives, as Dimock described it, the 

relationship between whites and people of colour could be understood as “occup[ying] 

two different stages in the story of human progress”.
53

 And so, although ethical 

reconstruction was visible in representations of people of colour, what remained 

historically intact, politically and culturally, was the strategic positioning of such 

peoples in earlier stages of the American narrative of progress.
 

Alternatively, 

encouraged by the political identification and possession noted above, white images of 

Native American Indians and African Americans could also be (re)constructed during 

periods of failed military interventions and domestic agitation as evidence of white 

liberty and the need for non-white racial containment. 

 Accordingly, this chapter will argue that in representing African Americans, 

Native American Indians and a range of third world citizens as spiritual others, New 

Age racial constructions in The Doors of Perception and On The Road closely 

augmented concurrent political discourse. This examination will contend that, as in 

political policy, these texts also expressed the dominant nationalist narrative which 

endorsed American expansionism into these cultures for the purposes of containment. 

Thus, in response to the fractures within American national identity wrought by events 

like the Korean War, the McCarthy hearings and racial tensions, New Age literature 

articulated a belief that the white American citizen was not beyond salvation. This 

chapter investigates this political relationship in two iconic texts of the movement, 

Aldous Huxley‟s The Doors of Perception and Jack Kerouac‟s On The Road, 

highlighting characteristics that best captured and popularised New Age understandings 

of fortification. Through this investigation, the defining conventions of the genre of 

New Age writing will be established.           

         

**** 
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In the Garden of Eden      

 Descended from a British family of scientists and writers, Aldous Huxley 

emigrated to California in 1937.
54

 By this time, he was a writer of notable repute with a 

series of major literary works successfully published. His most controversial novel of 

this earlier period is Brave New World (1932) which, David Bradshaw writes “can be 

read as Huxley‟s contribution to the widespread fear of Americanisation” in tandem 

with its focus upon “crisis-torn … Britain”.
55

 Bradshaw further claims that Brave New 

World pertains to a period when Huxley was exploring the “meaninglessness of life”.
56

 

By contrast, he argues that The Doors of Perception is indicative of Huxley‟s new-

found desire to examine the “meaning of existence”.
57

 Hal Bridges discusses Huxley‟s 

conversion “from skepticism to mysticism” soon after his arrival in the United States 

when he began exploring sub-continental Indian Vedanta philosophy.
58

 He did not 

advocate the use of drugs, however, until his first experience of them in 1953.
 
In The 

Doors of Perception, an account of this experience, Huxley claimed that “changes [in] 

the quality of consciousness” can be achieved through the appropriation of the Native 

American Indian religious practice of ingesting mescalin, the hallucinatory component 

in peyote (p. 1).
59

 The text is seemingly distanced from politics, in that Huxley 

concentrates on themes which J. G. Ballard describes as “religion, art and science”.
60

 

However, political factors remain an influence in the text because American presidential 

discourse itself centred upon these issues.    

 Like other cultural products of the period, The Doors of Perception can be read 

as an expression of political confidence in dominant American imaginings in the early 

1950s. Despite the text‟s invocation of European cultural history and the Britishness of 

its author, this spiritual account has a decidedly American focus, one which can be 

detected by the narratorial positioning of Native American (and Mexican) Indians, and 

to a lesser extent, its Californian setting. As Eric J. Sundquist argues:  

 The literature of exploration, like the claims of manifest destiny, played a 

 significant role in the construction of the frontier ideology by which both 
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 Indians and Mexicans were categorized in the white mind. … [It] often took 

 for granted that the „Indian problem‟ was in the process of being solved. 
61

  

 

As a work of “exploration” of psychedelic frontiers, The Doors of Perception conforms 

to the generic features of cultural nationalism. Huxley represents his spiritual 

experiences as positive answers to the Cold War anxieties, creating, like his political 

counterparts, a response that configures faith, science and the racial other in the 

advancement of American ideals. The following analysis of Huxley‟s justifications for 

the profound change in his perspective, noted by Bradshaw, will establish that this shift 

was in tune with the politically charged atmosphere of the atomic age in the United 

States. It will proceed by examining the ideological issues embedded within the 

imagined Indian, constructs of space and time in relation to the white self and other, and 

the text‟s major generic features. 

 A significant feature of Huxley‟s writings lies in the difference between his 

thematic treatments of psychedelia in Brave New World and The Doors of Perception. 

In Brave New World, the psychedelic drug historically associated with the agrarian 

spiritual traditions of India and Iran, known as soma, is taken to the detriment of the 

characters, for it diminishes their humanity.
62

 One critic, David Pearce, discusses 

Huxley‟s representation of this drug, claiming, “It doesn't catalyse any mystical 

epiphanies, intellectual breakthroughs or life-defining insights. It doesn't in any way 

promote personal growth”.
63

 Leon R. Kass agrees, arguing that Huxley constructs “the 

squalid happiness of the biotechnical world to come. … Art and science, virtue and 

religion, family and friendship are all passé”.
64

 However, by the 1950s, The Doors of 

Perception offers a reversal of opinion on “psychopharmacology”.
65

 Here Huxley 

argues in favour of psychedelic drugs by positioning the Native American consumption 

of peyote as beneficial to humanity.      

                                                 
61

 Eric J. Sundquist, “Exploration and Empire,” in Bercovitch, Gen. ed., The Cambridge History of 

American Literature Volume Two, p. 131; and “The Frontier and American Indians,” p. 180. 
62

 The identification of soma has defied both Eastern and Western researchers. Some believe soma to be a 

plant of sorts. Others consider it is the fly agaric, the red and white mushroom known for its psychedelic 

effects. There are also critics who see soma as a mythical plant whose symbolism stands for the entire 

range of botanical psychedelia. For a brief history of soma, see Richard Rudgley, “Soma,” The 

Encyclopedia of Psychoactive Substances http://www.huxley.net/soma/ (accessed 8/1/06). Devereux 

delivers a longer examination of the historical use of psychedelics, summarising this critical debate on 

soma. See Paul Devereux, The Long Trip: A Prehistory of Psychedelia (New York: Penguin Arkana, 

1997), pp. 72-80.     
63

 David Pearce, “Brave New World?: A Defense of Paradise Engineering,” BLTC Research, paragraph 

11.  http://www.huxley.net/index.html (accessed 8/1/06). 
64

 Leon R. Kass, “Aldous Huxley: Brave New World (1932),” First Things 101 (March 2000), paragraphs 

4 and 6. http://www.leaderu.com/ftissues/ft0003/articles/huxley.html (accessed 15/10/06). 
65

 Kass, “Aldous Huxley,” paragraph 5. 

http://www.huxley.net/soma/
http://www.huxley.net/index.html
http://www.leaderu.com/ftissues/ft0003/articles/huxley.html


 57 

    Huxley represents the Native American Indian in ways which were similar to 

third world images constructed in Cold War nationalist narratives.
 
As in political 

rhetoric, the bringing of an imagined pre-industrial other into the American present 

allows for the making of hybrid identity. Philip Deloria writes:  

 Whenever white Americans have confronted crises of identity, some of them 

 have inevitably turned to Indians. … What did it mean to be American? What 

 did it mean to be modern? … Indians signified social harmony … people 

 interacting in seamlessly pleasant and ordered ways … [yet] Indianness … [is] 

 tightly linked to the very different idea of radical individual freedom.
66

 

 

There are therefore various ways of interpreting white representational use of 

Indianness.
 
 With such symbolic weight, the imagined Indian can be utilised to resolve 

internal dissent by providing an image of social harmony that does not restrict ideas of 

individualism and freedom, while it can also signify white victory in times of military 

losses. Hence it is not surprising that representations of Native American Indians, in 

which white victory was a fait accompli, were extremely popular during and after the 

McCarthy trials and the Korean War when atomic tensions with Communism were 

escalating.  

 Sundquist argues that historically, in popular representations, it is “not so much 

the cultural removal of „Indians‟ from the American landscape, but … their containment 

within a carefully circumscribed area of thought” which is of greater significance.
67

 Of 

interest then is Huxley‟s particular representation of the Native American Indian. 

Huxley valorises a specific construction, that of the Native American Church which 

frames its redemption within a Christian perspective.
68

 He draws attention to this 

Christianised position, claiming that its Indian adherents, the “Peyotists … [were] more 

industrious, more temperate … [and] more peaceful than non-Peyotists” (p. 44). Such a 

comment has implications for the alignment of white and Indian usage of mescalin 

against those whites and Indians who do not participate in this ritual.  Because images 

of the Indian could also be associated with “un-American” activities, Huxley sought to 

differentiate those whites and Indians who enhanced national values from those who 

remained subversive forces.
 
Thus he endeavours to clarify for the reader that his 

particular investment in Indianness is spiritually enriching. Huxley considers this 

Church signifies that 
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 the urge to independence and self-determination and the urge to self-

 transcendence – were fused with … the urge to worship, to justify the ways of 

 God to man, to explain the universe by means of a coherent theology (p. 45).  

 

The terms “independence”, “self-determination” and “self-transcendence”, themselves 

central tenets of Manifest Destiny ideology, are infused into faith, the primary feature of 

the early 1950s political discourse. Huxley‟s representation of the Native American 

Church is filtered through Christian ideas associated with nationalism rather theological 

tradition. In fact, Huxley declares that this Church incorporates the “best of Indianism, 

the best of Christianity, and the best of those Other Worlds of transcendental 

experience” (p. 45). In support of his argument, Huxley includes no direct reference 

from American Indian participants themselves, preferring instead to quote a white 

American authority, Professor J. S. Slotkin‟s personalised account of the ritual (p. 41).
69

   

 This omission by Huxley has political implications, since, in terms of real 

conditions, Native American Indians were politically and culturally disenfranchised, 

according to Patterson:  

 Relegated to reservations … they had little formal education or political 

 power. Many were poorly nourished and ill. The vast majority lived in 

 poverty. The miserable condition of most American Indians in the 1950s … 

 testified to the continuing strength of white ethnocentrism and institutional 

 discrimination.
70

  

 

Furthermore, research, both current and historical, shows definitive links between the 

rising prominence of the Native American Church and the deterritorialisation of Indian 

peoples.
 
Nagel‟s account of early Cold War Indian policy provides such a perspective. 

She discusses the construction of  liberty in white political discourse in the 1950s, when 

termination policy was often referred to as the “„Indian Freedom Program‟”.
71

 Nagel 

argues that this was an 

amazing justification for the abrogation of federal Indian treaties in which 

Indians gave up claims to the land mass of the United States in exchange for 

their place at the bottom of the socioeconomic distribution.
72

 

  

Dimock agrees, claiming that historically, deterritorialisation rhetoric depicted “conflict 

as progress, Indian dispossession as liberation”.
73

 Huxley‟s rendering of the Native 
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American Church therefore constructs this particular interaction between the American 

self and agrarian other as a coming together, a mutual meeting of minds and souls, not 

one of white military and cultural subjugation and possession. In deflecting the issue of 

conflict, Huxley represents a Church in which the culture of a willing other has been 

enhanced by its association with white America, a position that culturally supports the 

political perspective articulated by Orne Burt on the benefits of termination.    

 In the ideology of fortification, differences between its variant discourses 

occurred not in its goals, but in methodology. As Marilyn Ferguson writes, “Huxley 

believed that the long-predicted religious revival in the United States would start with 

drugs, not evangelists”.
74

 The reader is encouraged to find spiritual salvation in the 

appropriation of the Native American Church drug, for this “religious experience is 

something more direct and illuminating, more spontaneous” (p. 44). In articulating his 

reasons for endorsing the Native American Church, Huxley turns to the Bible, citing 

differences in conceptions of the Fall. He claims that traditional understandings of the 

Genesis narrative created a dichotomy that distorts the relationship between humans and 

the landscape, and he writes that to continue with such a division was “madness” (p. 

28). According to Huxley, Eden was a place in which there was a fusion between the 

human experience, God and the natural world, for the “Word [was] made flesh” (p. 27). 

Huxley‟s experience of gazing upon flowers, for instance, is phrased in Biblical terms: 

“I was seeing what Adam had seen on the morning of his creation” (p. 7). Importantly, 

Huxley articulates the advantages of this new Adam in terms of land. He likens 

mescalin users to “conduits through which some beneficent influence can flow out of 

that country into a world of darkened selves” (p. 25). This is an interesting choice by 

Huxley, one which demonstrates what Wertheimer argues is a major aspect of national 

discourse, that the “self and other are cross-referenced, [while] self and land become 

metonyms”.
75

  

Huxley‟s refutation of the orthodox interpretation of the Fall which disavows 

this close relationship between humanity and the landscape, exemplifies what Heelas 

describes as “the fall of the Fall” in New Age discourse.
76

 Huxley expresses his 

psychedelic ideals in relation to the initial act that expelled Adam (and Eve) from Eden, 

by claiming “[a] tree with such satisfactory fruits cannot be condemned out of hand as 

evil” (p. 44). He argues that the religious experience which unifies the self with its 
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surrounds, an experience he considers to have been enacted in Eden, is missing today 

from Christian discourse and practice.
 
As he writes, Christians, too,  

 desire self-transcendence … They take part in rites, they listen to sermons, 

 they repeat prayers; but their thirst remains unassuaged. Disappointed, they 

 turn to the bottle … Christianity and mescalin seem to be much more 

 compatible (p. 43). 

 

It is important then to consider Huxley‟s writing in light of the difference between 

national political narratives which employ Christianity, and Christian discourse itself. 

Jonathan Arac explains:  

 As a theory of history, Christianity is often understood to be closed, because it 

 anticipates the end of time in the apocalypse, and the social-scientific beliefs 

 that support … national narrative are understood to be open, because the 

 progress of civilization has no definite term.
77

   

 

This argument is useful in relation to presidential discourse in which the apocalyptic 

closure represented in Christian theology is politically reconstructed as the threat of 

Communist nuclear war. Such representation enables the politicisation of closure to 

secure secular and religious interpretations. By contrast, narratives of Manifest Destiny 

ideology imagine a chronotope that is progressive and limitless, sacred and secular. 

Since Huxley constructs a chronotope of unlimited possibilities in the “transcendental 

experience” which lies beyond the “Door in the Wall”, this suggests an open-endedness 

in his narrative that adds depth, as well as breadth, to the vision therein (p. 50). Thus 

Huxley‟s representations of space and time deserve analysis.  

Huxley claims that during the drug experience, “visual impressions are greatly 

intensified” while “[i]nterest in space is diminished and interest in time falls almost to 

zero” (p. 12). By contrast, he states he was “primarily concerned … with being and 

meaning” (p. 9). However, it is the normative experience of time and space with which 

Huxley dispenses. Much of the text is, in fact, devoted to re-interpreting actual space 

and spatial representations. Spatial relations are therefore redefined for the reader, 

despite Huxley‟s claim that these “had ceased to matter very much” (p. 9). He writes 

that religious unity exists in these dimensions beyond the “Wall”, which he explains 

through a variety of terms, for example, “Is-ness”, “Suchness”, “the Void”, “the 

Godhead” or “Mind-at-Large” (pp. 7-11 and 50). Huxley discusses at length the manner 

in which art, the cityscape and gardens begin to fuse with the self. For example, he 

claims that “draperies are living hieroglyphics that stand for … pure being”, while the 

trees in side streets, a “sacred grove”, share the same “Is-ness” with Huxley and the rest 
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of the landscape (pp. 18 and 37). These new relations not only invest space with new 

meaning, but also present it as a site of unification where one might draw a new 

spiritual strength from this “unity” of people and places, as Eisenhower also stressed. 

Thus, spatial relations are of the utmost importance in the narrative, not from the 

popular perspective of things in relation to each other, but in the political-religious 

relation of the white self to the landscape, to what one sees and takes possession of. 

Alternatively, Huxley finds that music “left [him] rather cold” (p. 48). Unlike the visual 

arts which arrest temporality by the representation of an instant that endures, music 

requires linear time in order to be heard, indicating that at the height of Huxley‟s 

experience when spiritual fusion had occurred, time is no longer required. 

Yet, Huxley also employs a narrative of progress by representing this spiritual 

growth as linear, particularly in his argument against Plato who, he claims, committed 

the “mistake of separating Being from becoming” (p. 7). The personalised account 

expressed through a chronological sequence makes redundant the “time immemorial” 

indigenous drug use that is seemingly valorised (p. 38). This juxtaposition of 

timelessness and chronology creates a sense of mastery over time. In the era when the 

nuclear „clock was ticking‟, these simultaneous constructions of time worked to freeze 

the representation of the American Indian and to imagine a progressive scientific site of 

peace and unity. Thus, Huxley‟s appropriation of the Native American Indian remains 

essentialised and static, while the discourse of white science that surrounds this image 

remains linear and open-ended, consistent with literary techniques employed in 

American narratives of expansion. The representation of a world beyond the doors of 

perception therefore has political implications. In relation to the constructs of national 

narratives, Wertheimer argues:  

Frontiers, when viewed as a feature of the national imaginary, are then sites of 

origin for imperialistic thinkers and, for that matter, thinkers about imperialism. 

… Identity originates at the frontier because it demands definition between 

absolutes; one side marking the latest development in the linear spread of 

modernity … and the other signifying its absence.
78

 

 

The Doors of Perception constructs this juxtaposition of “absolutes” at the edge of this 

imagined frontier, the doors, where spirituality from those belonging to an imagined 

American past fuses with technology of the American future in order to rectify an 

unfulfilled present. The distortion of time and space described by Huxley has resulted in 

an account of the experience which shares chronotopic features with American 

nationalism.   
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Accordingly, it is a space where the self remains of primary concern. While 

individualism has a role in western Romanticism, its place in American national 

imaginings takes a particular form. Dimock argues that in the United States, 

“productions of individuality” have been essential to its initial construction and its 

reproduction.
79

 Representations of American individualism also perform multiple 

functions. Firstly, the self is situated as another frontier that might be psychologically or 

spiritually explored, mapped and possessed. Huxley‟s text can be considered as 

belonging within this tradition. Secondly, the subsequent possession of this site incurs 

an “obligation” to “expand … [the] domain of freedom”.
80

 Huxley likewise urges the 

reader to conduct this exploration of the self by representing the reader in a binary 

against “philosophers, … theologians, … and professional educators” who refuse to 

“open this Door” (p. 48). Written as a pioneering exploration into the psychedelic self, 

the text creates an American identity for its narrator. Furthermore, as in national 

narratives where the narrator functions as “someone who has a future inscribed within 

him”, this narrator interprets the roofs and chimneys of Los Angeles homes as 

“fragments of the New Jerusalem” (p. 37).
81

 By referring here to the materialisation of 

the American mission, the tautology which exists in American national imaginings 

where one‟s pre-destined future is already in one‟s possession appears in the narrative.
82

 

All that remains is therefore the enactment of that destiny.   

 

A method in the madness    

  Huxley‟s argument that mescalin should perform a religious function is justified 

by the juxtaposition of „Indian‟ psychedelic practices and the prevalent drug use in 

America, imagined by Huxley as a Hollywood pharmacy, the “World‟s Biggest Drug 

Store” (p. 14). The basis of his argument is two-fold. Firstly, drugs have been 

historically employed in the pursuit of religious salvation. Secondly, the American 

consumption of nicotine and alcohol, opiates and cocaine is destructive, non-

enlightening and adds to the general sense of moral and spiritual decay decried in 

political rhetoric. “What is needed”, he claims, “is a new drug that will relieve and 

console our suffering species without doing more harm in the long run” (p. 40). 

Huxley‟s decision to ingest mescalin in a controlled environment where “all 

conversations were recorded on a dictating machine”, and to subsequently publish his 

                                                 
79

 Dimock, p. 39.  
80

 Dimock, p. 40.  
81

 Dimock, p. 199. 
82

 Dimock, p. 40.  



 63 

own findings, indicates his involvement with the scientific culture of the day (p. 7). He 

was, he writes, “willing, indeed eager, to be a guinea pig” (p. 3). 

 As a spiritual text, The Doors of Perception provides evidence of its political 

engagement by linking the role of science to the enrichment of human life. As in 

presidential rhetoric, there is a secular voice which speaks for the sacred self. In 

replacing the cleric, this scientific voice, which teaches as it guides, has the function of 

helping the user sustain their belief in the “Light”, a term also employed by Eisenhower, 

and so “keep evil away” (p. 35). Huxley refers to The Tibetan Book of the Dead, noting 

“[t]hat‟s the point … of the Tibetan ritual – someone sitting there all the time and telling 

you what‟s what”, emphasising the need for a rational voice in spiritual matters, an 

aspect that was to be taken up in New Age writings by the early 1960s (p. 35).
83

 This 

configuration of writer, narrator and reader foregrounds what would become the 

prescriptive nature of the genre with its focus upon methodology of practice. In 

advocating the tool of mescalin, Huxley emphasises another duality in this discourse: it 

is to be read as religious instruction and to be realised as religious practice. He claims 

the reader will be “fortified by the knowledge” that the intake of mescalin produces 

none of the lingering side-effects of other drugs, while it allows for a psychedelic 

exploration that is unlikely to result in a “diabolical” experience (p. 33). Thus, the 

inclusion of a precise exercise (“four-tenths of a gramme of mescalin dissolved in half a 

glass of water”) for the process of fortification is an approach that has been adhered to 

over time, as each New Age best-seller has equipped its reader with specific steps that 

secure this materialisation (p. 3).   

 In this experience, Huxley ingests manufactured mescalin, not the small piece of 

peyote that is consumed in the Native American Church ritual. To ward off the potential 

for psychotic reactions, he has faith that science might perfect the drug, and thus create 

the perfect access to spiritual vision:  

 [T]here is a minority that finds in the drug only hell or purgatory. … But 

 chemistry and physiology are capable nowadays of practically anything. If the 

 psychologists and sociologists will define the ideal, the neurologists and 

 pharmacologists can be relied upon to discover the means whereby that ideal 

 can be realized (p. 42).  

 

Significantly, Huxley‟s proposition that this drug might be refined by a culture, with 

which the drug shares no spiritual or political history, is an indication of the confidence 

Huxley placed in American science and its academy. Like American policy-makers who 
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marked science as the means “forward towards peace and happiness and well-being”, 

this textual construction positions science as paramount for the advancement of “health, 

contentment [and] peace of mind”, and so the manner in which science is harnessed to 

faith in Eisenhower‟s rhetoric also forms the ideological core of Huxley‟s narrative
 
(p. 

48). This idealistic search for what Eisenhower called “spiritual strength” therefore 

indicates a participation in, not a reaction to, political endeavours. 

 In a major point usually overlooked by critics such as D.V. Siva Sankar et al., 

Leslie Grinspoon and James B. Bakalar, and Debra Michals who argue that psychedelia 

“lacked” or failed to adequately articulate a philosophy, Huxley is forthright in his 

discussion of the place of mescalin in this discourse and practice.
84

 He clearly states that 

the experience of this or other drugs is not “the realization of the end and ultimate 

purpose of human life: Enlightenment, the Beatific Vision” (p. 46). He maintains that 

mescalin merely provides a short-cut into this “universe”, to accelerate the religious 

process, a salient point in 1954 where time was considered to be “running out”
 
(p. 9). 

Drug use was never intended to replace this spiritual experience. Rather, it was viewed 

as the means by which the “doors” might be rapidly opened into this new frontier. As he 

stated, “The practical consequences of these chemical openings of doors into the Other 

World seem to be wholly good” (p. 44). 

 Another important theme, the role that Western art must play in the atomic age, 

provides further evidence of the Americanisation of the narrative. Firstly, Huxley 

discusses historical European understandings of mysticism and its various forms of 

visionary representation. Here the text draws on Western Romanticism and medieval 

mysticism with its focus on leading figures such as Blake and Eckhart.
85

 Huxley states 

he wanted so to “change [his] ordinary mode of consciousness as to be able to know, 

from the inside, what the visionary, the medium, even the mystic were talking about” 

(p. 5). He goes so far as to claim that “[t]he mental species to which Blake belonged is 

fairly widely distributed even in the urban-industrial societies of the present day” (p. 

26). McGinn provides an examination of Eckhart‟s theology that might explain 

Huxley‟s preference for the inclusion of Eckhart, a lesser known medieval mystic, 
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alongside the more popular Blake.
86

 McGinn claims Eckhart was known as a 

“professional theologian and a mystical preacher and writer” who argued for “the union 

of God and the soul”, a position similar to that of Huxley.
87

 Secondly and more 

significantly, McGinn examines Eckhart‟s argument of “mystical unitarianism” which 

Eckhart claimed existed beyond the site of the Trinity, a theological position analogous 

to Huxley‟s affirmation of spiritual unity beyond the “doors”.
88

 For those who cannot 

attain such a vision, Huxley encourages the use of mescalin so they, too, may access the 

religious experience of white Christian mystics, for example, Blake and Eckhart. By 

implication, Huxley encourages democratic spiritual participation in this vision.  

  While he cites European painters and writers including Botticelli and Blake as 

capturing this mystical quality in their art, Huxley argues that these artistic visions are 

absent in the modern era. He contends that Western art, with its pre-occupation with 

“sacred personages”, has played a significant role in displacing the divine unification of 

the self and the natural world (p. 28). To continue this spiritual estrangement from the 

landscape “[t]oday”, Huxley declares, “[is] madness” (p. 28). Yet Huxley offers an 

interesting solution. He does not urge a return to European artistic forms as might be 

expected. Rather, he avers that there is a need to create new Western representations 

that sanctify both the human figure and the landscape, representational styles that can 

only be established by further appropriation of a racial other.  

 At this point, Huxley turns to the third world where “landscape painters 

consciously regarded their art as religious” (p. 28). Asian art, he claims, is outward-

looking through its sacralisation of the natural world. Yet a contradiction emerges in the 

narrative here that parallels the contradiction present in the political constructions of 

racial categories. Firstly, Huxley does not endorse representational forms of the Native 

American Indian despite their supposed ability of “self-transcendence”, since their 

spiritual relationship to the land could not be figuratively established in a period when 

termination policy was enforcing the relocation of Indian peoples. Secondly, a 

discussion of Indian Vedanta art which might be expected is also absent, despite 

Huxley‟s long literary affiliation with, and practice of, this Indian philosophy.
89

 Thirdly, 

to illustrate his point, Huxley draws attention to Chinese and Japanese art, claiming 

“those Zen masters … wedded Taoist naturalism with Buddhist transcendentalism” (p. 

28). This is an interesting choice at a time when both nations figured prominently in the 

                                                 
86

 Bernard McGinn, “The God Beyond God: Theology and Mysticism in the Thought of Meister 

Eckhart,” The Journal of Religion 61 (1981), 1-3.      
87

 McGinn, 2. 
88

 McGinn, 3. 
89

 See Bridges, 341-352.       



 66 

political discourse of liberation: the former newly subjugated to Communist rule, the 

latter recently demilitarised by the United States. These passages in the text rupture 

historical associations with the religious art of the Old World of Europe while they 

appropriate the spiritualist art of the East Asian other.    

 In conclusion, the ensuing popularity of The Doors of Perception suggests the 

post-war popular beginnings of a genre of American spirituality that complemented 

political discourse and practice, in which literary-spiritual unification was mobilised in 

the justification and the expansion of national ideals. The text employs the spiritual 

domestic other for the purposes of possession and containment while the international 

spiritual other represents liberation, a usage of racial categories which was politically 

attuned to the racial reconstructions occurring in presidential discourse. The most 

significant feature to emerge in the post-war beginnings of New Age discourse is its 

ability to function as a national narrative which discursively and materially, politically 

and spiritually, possesses peoples and regions that were represented as significant to 

white American nationalism. Thematically, in its fusion of “religion, art and science”, 

the text draws together fundamental structures from presidential discourse.
90

 In doing 

so, The Doors of Perception articulates a multi-dimensional plan to encourage well-

being. With faith as its primary concern, science might perfect for the individual access 

to spiritual unity with the Christian God inside a sacralised landscape, a construction 

that is inherently American. It argues for American scientific intervention by endorsing 

its superior technology while the persistent focus upon the divine implicitly rejects the 

godlessness of Communism. The offered explanation of the function of the arts in 

culture, (to sacralise what one sees), would culminate in the dissemination of New Age 

ideology, where the rational scientific guide facilitates the progressive search towards 

salvation, or enlightenment as it is known in the discourse.
91

 Thus, The Doors of 

Perception fortified the American reader by providing a methodology for the 

acquisition of spiritual strength in the atomic age. In “trying to discover what religion 

[was]”, Huxley‟s narrative complemented presidential rhetoric designed to allay the 

fears which disturbed Americans in this period (p. 42). The sustained focus upon white 
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religious unity in combination with the primary discursive tenets of American political 

thinking made this tract a new kind of bible, a new book for a new age.                                       

 

**** 

 

Lost souls    

 Jack Kerouac was a member of the Beat Generation, a new social grouping 

which emerged in the early post-war period. In The Beat Generation: A Gale Critical 

Companion, Lynn M. Zott writes that “[e]xtending in scope beyond the world of art, 

literature, painting, and music, the Beat movement included a wide variety of social 

expression”.
92

 Importantly, Kerouac claimed that it was “„basically a religious 

generation‟” for whom “„Beat mean[t] beatitude, not beat up‟”.
93

 It has been well 

documented by scholars like Ann Charters and James Campbell that Kerouac and other 

Beats such as Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs and Lucien Carr spoke often about 

their desire to create a “New Vision” for America through their writings.
94

 This term, 

“New Vision”, immediately raises the issue of national philosophy where faith and 

politics are the means of envisaging the American destiny. Faith therefore played a 

central role in Beat representations, and it will be argued that, as with Huxley, religion 

functioned as part of the nationalist ideology, rather than as a discourse within itself. 

Kerouac had studied American literature for some years, which encouraged him to see 

“„America as a subject in itself‟”.
95

 He subsequently considered that there was much 

“„American Lit … still to be founded‟”.
96

 In what way did Kerouac contribute then, as 

he told his friend, and fellow writer, John Clellon Holmes, to a “„new trend in American 

literature‟”?
97

 

This reading of On The Road will proceed from Huxley‟s claim that Western art 

in the post-war period and its fascination with the cult of the personality or “sacred 
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personages” led to the alienation of the self from the landscape.
98

 Hence the 

interpretation offered here will not focus upon the exhilaration and celebration of the 

Beats represented by the travels of the zany Dean Moriarty. Rather it will locate 

Kerouac‟s work within narratives of American nationalism, a position that can be 

understood through the text‟s sustained focus on a “recovery of an effective identifying 

relationship between self and place”.
99

 It will discuss how the spiritual progression of 

that self towards unification with the land occurs in nationalist terms. In order to 

demonstrate this argument, it will examine how various mythical and geographical sites 

of the frontier are employed by Kerouac to present a new imagining of the national 

chronotope. This reading will also assess the generic features that correlate to 

representations of nationalism. It will, for example, consider Sal, the guide in this 

landscape, as both a developing character and an omniscient narrator in relation to the 

fixity of other characters.  

This interpretation of the novel will therefore offer an alternative to the majority 

of critical responses to the text. For instance, Charters discusses how the immediate and 

later reactions to On The Road were “not interviews about [Kerouac‟s] writing”, but 

demands for “explanations of „Beat‟”, and so Kerouac “was besieged by questions 

about the life-style”.
100

 This academic fixation upon personages is also replicated in the 

history of popular responses to On The Road.
 
 Steve Wilson states that Kerouac was  

set upon by young people wanting to tap into Dean‟s boundless energy. … 

[w]ithin weeks of a glowing review of On The Road in The New York Times … 

[which called] the book‟s author the voice of a new generation.
101

    

 

Charters claims that Kerouac, as King of the Beat Generation, knowingly added to this 

perception by publicly commenting on his time spent “„in skidrow or in jazz joints or 

with personal poet madmen‟”.
102

 However, in spite of the increasing media, lay and 

academic attention Kerouac continued to receive, some theorists have sought to distance 

Kerouac from his fiction. For example, Tim Hunt writes of “the danger of assuming too 
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simple an identity between Kerouac and his narrator”.
103

 Kerouac believed that his 

“New Vision” for the United States was misunderstood, since, according to James T. 

Jones, Kerouac felt “idolized by cultists whose ignorance he despised”.
104

 Thus, it was 

Kerouac‟s lament, “I‟m King of the Beats but I‟m not a Beatnik”, that best expressed 

his ideological loyalties.
105

  

The title, On The Road, has political implications. Eisenhower spoke of the 

world being “divided to follow two distinct roads” of which “[t]he United States and 

our valued friends, the other free nations, chose one road. The leaders of the Soviet 

Union chose another, … the dread road”.
106

 Since images of the “road” evoke ideas of 

linear progression, the text‟s nationalist connections emerge if an analysis is conducted 

of its narrative chronology. What becomes apparent when examining the text from this 

perspective is Kerouac‟s argument that there is a crisis in current representations of the 

nation, that the discourses of domesticity and despair limit the imagining of the national 

mission. By contrast, new representations are needed to articulate the cultural 

dimensions of the national imagination, the “highway to peace”, as Eisenhower termed 

it, in the new Cold War environment.
107

 

The narrative begins with Salvatore Paradise ill and alone after the breakdown of 

his marriage. The text implies that Sal‟s married life was not satisfying, and so his 

illness is associated with a questioning of domesticity. He confirms this by stating that 

“everything was dead” (p. 3). Yet, as a returned soldier, Sal locates himself as a 

nationalist within established political tenets of the period. Dean Moriarty is born 

literally on the road in “Salt Lake City”, a geo-political site symbolic of the enduring 

ideals of liberty and salvation inherent in Manifest Destiny discourse (p. 3). 

Historically, the Mormons founded this city to “establish a religious Utopia in the 

wilderness”, and so Kerouac‟s choice of this site invokes the idea that American destiny 
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is inscribed in the landscape.
108

 This earlier religious expression of national philosophy 

during the mid-nineteenth century is analogous to the cultural mood of the 1950s with 

its issues of nuclear Armageddon and religious conservatism, providing a framework 

for understanding Kerouac‟s text as a response to the state of the nation.
109

  

Critics have linked On The Road to the American frontier. For instance, Craig 

Leavitt writes that there are “striking connections between Kerouac‟s vision and … the 

traditional western writer”.
110

 Leavitt considers Kerouac‟s use of the historical focus 

upon “the unity of body, soul, and land”, however he analyses this “unity” in regard to 

what he sees as the autobiographical nature of the text.
111

 Morris Dickstein claims that 

this text “go[es] back … to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, one of the ur-texts of 

postwar fiction”.
112

 Because On The Road imagines a literary future in accordance with 

Cold War mediations of Manifest Destiny, it shares the frontier inheritance of these 

earlier texts. However, this chapter disputes the evaluation of Kerouac‟s work as a 

„going back‟, a mere reprise of older myths, and it reconsiders the importance Leavitt 

accords to Dean. Instead, it will locate the text as a work that is „going forward‟ through 

a reconstruction of frontier mythology. Kerouac himself stated that this novel was to be 

“the recurrence of the pioneering instinct in American life and its expression in the 

migration of the present generation”.
113

 A significant aspect of the historical narrative of 

Salt Lake City is that after its initial success, it “move[d] away from the original ideas in 

the face of intense political, economic, and social pressure from the outside”.
114

 The 

geographical isolation that allowed the early Mormon community to flourish soon 

disappeared as an encroaching world forced adaptations in its ideology and practice. 

Thus, a cultural reminder is offered early in the narrative that, as a contemporary 

personification of the American frontier in which progression was a central tenet, Dean 

also must adapt and evolve.    

 As an east-coast writer, Sal (as character) is initially juxtaposed against Dean 

who “worked like a dog in parking lots”
 
(p. 8). However, the identities of the two men 

soon evolve into dysfunctional characterisations from the merger of east-coast and 
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frontier constructs. Although Dean asks Sal to “show [him] how to write”, Sal soon 

adopts Dean‟s manner of speaking, what Carole Gottlieb Vopat calls the “language of 

exaggeration” (p. 5).
115

 The narrative tension produced between the vernacular spoken 

by Dean and Sal and the sophisticated utterances of the narrator encourages the reader 

to consider the implications of this language binary.
116

 That Dean can initially influence 

Sal‟s way of speaking indicates the cultural power accorded to him. As a result, Sal the 

character “promised [himself] to go [west]” into “the Promised Land” (pp. 9 and 15). At 

this early point in the narrative, Sal believes that by fusing Dean‟s vision of the world 

into his own, “somewhere along the line the pearl would be handed to [him]” (p. 10).
117

 

There is a suggestion that the narrative will resolve the anxieties surrounding post-war 

culture and national identity through the unification of the ideals of east and west in 

both Sal and Dean. Yet Sal narrates this national union in nuclear imagery: “The whole 

mad swirl of everything that was to come began then”, adding “it would mix up all my 

friends and all I had left of my family in a big dust cloud over the American Night” (p. 

7). Consequently, Sal as narrator begins to argue that cultural expressions which were 

derived from domestic landscape could not uphold the Cold War internationalist 

interpretations of national philosophy.    

Sal argues against these domestic representations by defining what “the pearl” is 

not through associations with minor characters drawn from a variety of earlier canonical 

American texts. It is soon clear that American culture has lost its way, for, despite being 

educated, Sal as a writer cannot read maps, and so is unable to locate his place in this 

Cold War environment. Finally admitting to the limitations of this political vision, he 

states:  

 It was my dream that screwed up, the stupid hearthside idea that it would be 

 wonderful to follow one great red line across America instead of trying 

 various roads and routes (p. 12).  

 

Unlike Huck who was able to navigate the river, the „great blue line‟ on the map, Sal 

sees his “beloved Mississippi, dry in the summer haze, low water, with its big rank 

smell that smells like the raw body of America”
 
(p. 13). The means to freedom utilised 
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by Huck and Jim is not possible for Sal.
118

 This river with its history of fortifying the 

American soul with political, religious and commercial possibilities is dry. Other well-

known literary figures in the cultural history of the west also no longer hold redemptive 

qualities. Steinbeck‟s Okies in their “farmer-cars … which clanked along, … [now] 

gave ]him] suspicious looks” (p. 14). Scott Fitzgerald‟s self-made men have been 

replaced by the “hotrod kid [who] came by with his scarf flying”, an allusion to filmic 

images like that of James Dean (p. 14). Sal clarifies his position on national identity by 

musing:  

I … didn‟t know who I was … I was just somebody else, some stranger, and my 

whole life was a haunted life, the life of a ghost. I was half-way across America, 

at the dividing line between the East of my youth and the West of my future (pp. 

15-16). 

 

Here, the integral features of the American narrative of expansion, with its glorified past 

and destined future, remain in question.
119

 

Having crossed this “line”, a point which signifies both geography and 

temporality, Sal disembarks in Cheyenne where Wild West Week is being staged. He 

criticises the cultural landscape he encounters, claiming, “I felt it was ridiculous; in my 

first shot at the West I was seeing to what absurd devices it had fallen to keep its proud 

tradition” (p. 30). Indians looked on with “their stony eyes”, and there were “fat 

business men in boots and ten gallon hats” and “wives in cowgirl attire” (pp. 30 and 

32). The artificiality conveyed by this western scene strengthens the theme that 

America‟s national imaginings have lost the religious conviction that originally sent the 

Mormons and others like them westward in search of religious freedom and peace. By 

comparison, this type of adaptation has merely reduced the American tradition to a 

grotesque simulacrum of its former glory. Sal as a naïve character sees himself as the 

means for bringing synthesis to this unholy rupture between east and west, between past 

and present, yet he has little to say. He thought he was “like the Prophet who has 

walked across the land to bring the dark Word, and the only Word [he] had was 

„WOW‟!” (p. 33).   

   The east coast similarly offers little relief for these cultural anxieties. Sal‟s 

friends from the east embody the material benefits white America enjoys in its post-war 

environment, such as higher education, employment and consumerism. There is Chad 
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who is interested in “anthropology and prehistory Indians”, and owned a “big bust of 

Goethe” (pp. 34 and 36). Roland Major is “a choleric, red-faced, pudgy hater of 

everything”, whose elitist values are constructed as pretentious (p. 36). This class is 

considered by the narrator to be unpatriotic, for Major was one of “the arty types [who] 

were all over America, sucking up its blood” (p. 37). As narrator, Sal asserts, “I was 

smack in the middle of this interesting war [and] [i]t was a war with social overtones” 

(p. 35). Dean‟s minimal appearances here emphasise the thematic concern of 

introducing the reader to the various traditional representations in order that they might 

be differentiated from Dean who is considered by the character Sal to be a “new kind of 

American saint” (p. 35). On the Rocky Mountains, another site between east and west, 

past and present, Sal notes how Dean was “rising from the underground, the sordid 

hipsters of America, a new beat generation that [Sal] was slowly joining” (p. 48). Yet, 

Sal the narrator claims that on the “roof of America … all [they] could do was yell … 

[e]verything seemed to be collapsing” (pp. 49-50). As Dean represents the domestic 

expression of the frontier, which has since degenerated into a façade like that of the 

Wild West Week, it seems unlikely that Dean as “saint” has any lasting redeeming 

power, despite the misguided faith placed in him. 

 The narrative maintains its focus on American nationalist representations when 

Sal heads to San Francisco, where small yet influential radical literary communities 

were already established by the mid-fifties.
120

 Sal‟s friend, Remi Boncoeur, dreams of 

making it in Hollywood, and his characterisation provides yet another well-known 

American image of old speakeasies and the Chicago prohibition days, for he looks like a 

“black-marketeer” (p. 54). Boncoeur persuades Sal to write a film, however, this 

particular artistic endeavour also fails to come to fruition. Once more, this journey leads 

nowhere; it was just like a “road … in Western B movies” (p. 57). At this point, the 

narrative has outlined a crisis in national mythology, and so Kerouac turns to a domestic 

agrarian other. Sal meets Terry, the Mexican immigrant and he decides that through the 

possession of her, he might recover a sacred connection with the landscape. He says, 

“Something was being proved, I convinced her of something, which she accepted, and 

we concluded the pact in the dark” (p. 80). As in The Doors of Perception, hybrid 

identities are sought by the interaction of the white self and racial other. In his 

involvement with these Mexicans, Sal wants to “do something for the little people [he] 

loved”, while they have made him “a man of the earth, precisely as [he] dreamed [he] 

would be” (pp. 87-88).  But in this domestic setting, soon “[e]verything was collapsing” 
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again (p. 89). The initial hope vested in Terry as a figure who might resolve Sal‟s 

anxieties is undermined. “This was”, Sal explains, “the end of something” (p. 92). 

  Part One of On The Road is therefore a narrative that performs a complementary 

function to Huxley‟s. Sal was committed to “reading the American landscape”, 

however, after guiding the reader through a critique of the various American 

representations in their contemporary national geographies, Sal sadly concludes that 

“[t]his is the story of America” (pp. 93 and 61). This implies that artists must forge a 

new discourse, a “New Vision” to ease the apocalyptic tensions of the 1950s by 

connecting the American self to an international landscape, for there is no other way. As 

Sal laments, “Here I was at the end of America – no more land – and now there was 

nowhere to go but back” (p. 70). To “go back” is considered by Sal the narrator as 

regressive because it undermines the progressive dimensions of nationalist discourse. 

Part One is significant, for it is here that most of the ideological work is expressed. Parts 

Two and Three work as case studies which further support Kerouac‟s overall argument: 

the more dependent America becomes upon the artistic resources which drew from its 

isolationist past, the more the nation will lose its political and religious strength required 

for the new international context.  

Having critiqued post-war uses of historical representations of the west and east, 

Part Two examines cultural understandings of the south. Sal, having “finished [his] 

“book”, is now with his family in Testament, the name indicating his literary roots in 

southern Biblical culture (p. 99). These southerners do not see Dean as possessing the 

necessary spiritual strength, because it was a “completely meaningless set of 

circumstances” which drove “holy con-man” Dean to believe that the only important 

“thing was to go” (pp. 105, 194 and 108).
 
 For example, Dean begins to tell his life story 

in the southern town of Mobile, a narration that has no outcome. With “no direction”, 

the progressive possibilities in Manifest Destiny ideology have been reduced to “the 

Shrouded Traveler” who brings “death” before one “reached heaven” (pp. 111 and 112). 

Sal thus concludes that the “one and noble function of the time, [to] move”, reduced the 

national spiritual quest to the “purity of the road”, an artistic response that does not 

culturally support Truman‟s “great display of war”, also „on the road‟ in Pennsylvania 

Avenue (pp. 121-122 italics in original). Yet for those, including Sal the character, who 

can not see these limitations in representations of national philosophy in the new era of 

Cold War tensions, it is the “[s]ame old Paradise” (p. 128).    

At this point, Kerouac offers a further critique. The “mystic” expressivist 

discourse epitomised in the writings of Thoreau and Emerson is considered similarly 
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inadequate in the new political environment if it remained confined to the domestic 

context (p. 109).
121

 To add weight to the argument, this perspective is personified in the 

character “Solomon”, now a Jewish vagabond who reads the “Torah where it belonged, 

in the wilderness” (p. 124). However, he, too, “never showed up” in Testament (p. 124). 

Hence for Sal the narrator, these various historical renderings of national vision had 

become “a manuscript of the night we couldn‟t read”, one where destiny was no longer 

discernible in the American landscape
 
 (p. 143).      

While the south was (and is) associated with evangelical Christianity, Kerouac 

distinguishes the religious aspects of his discourse from popular understandings of 

evangelicalism through Old Bull Lee. This character “hate[d] … Washington 

bureaucracy; second to that, liberals; then cops”, while he has the air of a “Kansas 

minister with exotic phenomenal fires and mysteries” (p. 131). Yet, some important 

commonalities exist between Sal and Bull‟s perspective. For instance, Bull‟s character 

articulates the concurrent political opinion that science must be utilised for the service 

of peace. Despite his expressed hatred of Washington and Moscow, Bull argues that 

“[m]ankind … [could] take steps to avoid all kinds of catastrophes. …  if scientists get 

on the ball. The bastards right now are only interested in seeing if they can blow up the 

world”, an argument which echoes Eisenhower‟s “Peace for Atoms” speech (p. 139).  

This character, like Sal, proclaims his faith in the American ability to survive any 

potential nuclear Armageddon, for Bull made furniture that would “last a thousand 

years!” (p. 137). However, since Bull‟s name connotes both General Robert E. Lee, 

who, in leading the south, lost the civil war, and Sitting Bull who endeavoured militarily 

to resist white America, the narrator implies that this southern perspective, too, is a „lost 

cause‟.  

  After their adventures in the south, Sal and Dean return to San Francisco. 

Interestingly, Charters sees these continual journeys as the “mindless joyousness of 

„joyriding‟”.
122

 Dickstein regards these travels as “pure movement, directionless, 

propulsive, [and] unreflective”.
123

 Yet, the thematic significance of this “mindless” 

travel is to critique the various domestic expressions of Manifest Destiny in the Cold 

War context. By visiting the various sites which include both geographical and 

imaginary features, the text argues that the American self is no longer one that takes 
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sacralised possession of these landscapes.
 
To ensure the important political function of 

the pointless domestic journey is not missed, when Dean sees San Francisco, he cries, 

“there she blows” after being on their “long voyage at sea” (p. 154). Kerouac draws 

upon Melville‟s imagery of the whale as an enduring yet elusive symbol of liberty to 

highlight the manner in which the progressive possibilities of the national mission have 

been dismissed. Thus, to Sal‟s dismay, the magnitude of Melville‟s quest is reduced by 

Dean to a shallow meaningless journey. As Sal states, it was the “end of the continent; 

they didn‟t give a damn” (p. 161). 

In this moment two important issues are clarified. Firstly, if the reader has not 

yet understood the implications of the criticisms of Dean, Sal makes it perfectly clear: “I 

lost faith in [Dean] that year” (p. 155). Secondly, Sal tells of his Christianised dream for 

America, one that includes images of both liberation and containment, and an 

international context:  

I told … of the big snake of the world that was coiled in the earth like a worm in 

an apple and would someday nudge up a hill … and fold out upon the plain … 

devouring as it went along. … [T]his snake was Satan. … [But] a saint called 

Doctor Sax will destroy it with secret herbs which he is at this very moment 

cooking up … somewhere in America … [W]hen the snake dies great clouds of 

… doves will flutter out and bring tidings of peace around the world (p. 155). 

 

This is a significant passage, one which highlights the current reconstructions of racial 

categories embedded in Manifest Destiny, if it is considered in the light of the writings 

of an early Puritan, John Underhill who, in 1638, spoke of the Indian:  

„[T]the old serpent … stirred them up against the church of Christ … [and] like 

the devil, their commander, they run up and down as roaring lions, compassing 

all corners of the country for a prey, seeking whom they might devour‟.
124

      

 

Kerouac‟s serpent no longer represents the Indian but the Communist who was often 

represented as “demonic”. Since the United States has been historically depicted as „the 

city on the hill‟, Sal‟s dream can therefore be interpreted as a validation of new post-war 

representations of national philosophy (referred to here as “Doctor Sax”), which will 

result in the ideological defeat of Communism and the dissemination of global “peace”. 

This section is followed by a mystical experience, in which Sal encounters a “whole 

host of memories leading back to 1750 in England”, but he maintains that America now 

has “another life” (p. 156). The experience confirms for Sal as narrator that in these new 

times, America must continue to adapt the political-religious ideology that had 

originally fortified those in Europe to make the journey west to find liberty in the New 
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World. This passage, like that represented by the east-west, past-present matrix of the 

Rocky Mountains in Denver, is significant, for it marks another point where Kerouac 

endeavours to transform the older cultural expressions of national philosophy into a 

modern discourse. Thus, while Dean had taken over “the Plymouth” and Sal as 

character thought now “we really traveled”, Sal as narrator continues to insist that 

national imaginings limited by a domestic compass are fruitless in the new international 

context of the Cold War (p. 190). 

 

Beat of the American heart  

 As a result, Sal the narrator feels “lonesome” in his ideological vision (p. 163). 

He wishes he was a “Denver Mexican” or a “poor overworked Jap”, but he admits he 

cannot, because “all [his] life [he] had white ambitions” (pp. 163-164). At this point, the 

beginning of Part Three, the narrative engages with representations of a different 

domestic other as a potential cure to Sal‟s disenchantment with current frontier imagery. 

The “happy, true-hearted, ecstatic Negroes” who “know nothing of disappointment and 

„white sorrows‟”, are initially constructed as possessing the required spiritual strength 

(pp. 164-165). Sal argues that the “white world” left him “disillusioned”, that he must 

“exchange worlds” (pp. 163-164). In a jazz bar in “little Harlem”, San Francisco, Sal (as 

character) describes his reaction to the spiritual aspects of Black music as “the end of 

the continent and the end of all doubt, all dull doubt and tomfoolery, good-by” (pp. 178 

and 183). However, Sal (as narrator) sees this understanding of Black traditions as 

limiting the progressive open-endedness required in white nationalist philosophy, 

implicit in the emphasis upon the “end of the continent”. This interpretation challenges 

popular conceptions that Kerouac, as part of the Beat Generation, identified with the 

African American.  

It is useful to consider critical appraisals of the importance of Black culture to 

the Beat Generation, particularly Kerouac. Historically, critiques have tended to 

reproduce the appropriation that was also occurring in the real world of American race 

relations by insisting that the Beats sought to emulate Black mores. For example, in an 

early review, in 1959, reviewer Warren Tallman explored similarities between the 

“angry Negro, the pathological delinquent, [and] the hopeless addict” in relation to jazz, 

but his analysis prioritised white understandings by omitting a racial critique of On The 

Road.
125

 By 1973, little had changed, for Vopat also did not see the appropriation of 

                                                 
125

 Warren Tallman, “Kerouac‟s Sound,” The Tamarack Review 11 (1959), 58. Hunt also argues that 

Kerouac sought to “break through the mediation of fictional forms and conventions” through the use of 



 78 

jazz in the novel as racially problematic. She argued that its significance was related to 

the textual flight of the characters from their identity in order to be “independent of … 

what has gone before and what may come”, a critical account that displaced Black 

culture.
126

 In 1999, Wilson wrote:  

 The life of the outsider … was [considered] a benefit to their spiritual 

 development … Kerouac‟s search for truth would involve „digging‟ the lives 

 of the dispossessed … attempting to become them for a time, as Buddha 

 sought to contain all walks of life within the Self.
127

 

 

Again, a racial analysis remains absent. Because of this supposed desire to emulate or 

flee, critics such as Tallman, Vopat and Wilson among others, have continually 

positioned the Beats as countercultural.
128

  

 However, it is only through Black displacement and the absence of racial 

critique that the Beats can be positioned as countercultural, for racial criticisms of Beat 

jazz were available from the mid-to-late fifties. Campbell discusses the countercultural 

Black and Jewish responses to the Beat appropriation of African American culture, 

citing Norman Podhoretz who, in his 1958 Partisan Review article, claimed: “It will be 

news to the Negroes that they are so happy and ecstatic”.
129

 Campbell also quotes Ned 

Polsky of the Village Voice who saw the Beats as adopting an “inverted form of keeping 

the nigger in his place”, and James Baldwin who stated emphatically, “I would hate to 

be in Kerouac‟s shoes if he should even be mad enough to read this aloud from 

Harlem‟s Apollo Theater”.
130

 In another context,
 
Lauren Onkey explains that musical 

spontaneity in Black performance, during which, regardless of genre, the lead musician 

or singer would embark upon an improvised virtuoso solo, signified the important 

function of music in the history of Black spirituality.
131

 However, On The Road reverses 

this paradigm by locating spirituality within the history of African American music. 

Hence, this Beat re-ordering of significant aspects of Black culture indicates that 

                                                                                                                                               
spontaneous prose in “an attempt to write about the oral, an attempt to represent the performative”. See 

Hunt, pp. xvii and xxiv. Italics in original. Dickstein too discusses Beat “spontaneity” as the influence of 

jazz. See Dickstein, “On and Off the Road,” p. 169. 
126

 Vopat, 389. This displacement by Vopat is interesting in that her critique was written during the years 

of vocal Black nationalism, including Black Power and the Black Panthers.  
127

 Wilson, 303. 
128

 Kherdian‟s work is another example. See David Kherdian, ed., Beat Voices: An Anthology of Beat 

Poetry (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1995). 
129

 Campbell, This is the Beat Generation, p. 208.  Podhoretz argued that Black representations like those 

constructed by the Beats were more akin to the “Southern ideologues [who] tried to convince the world 

that things were just fine as they could be for the slaves on the old plantation”. See Campbell, This is the 

Beat Generation, p. 209. 
130

 Campbell, This is the Beat Generation, p. 209.  
131

 Onkey examines Jimi Hendrix‟s increasingly contradictory position inside the growing rift between 

the white psychedelic movement and African American culture during the 1960s. In contextualising 

Hendrix, Onkey discusses this feature of Black music as central to the history of Black spirituality. See 

Lauren Onkey, “Voodoo Child,” in Braunstein and Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation, pp. 198-205. 



 79 

African Americans could function as symbolic other in possession of a spiritual tool 

which might be appropriated in periods of white anxieties.
  
 

 Like the imagined Indian, Black performativity had a doubling function that 

could be employed to signify liberation and subjugation, however, that the Beat 

Generation had no leading Black figures or artists, musical or otherwise, is indicative of 

the subordinate position African Americans held in Beat ideology and practice.
132

 

Similarly, the articulated Black and Jewish response of the era signified that despair 

discourse shared no ideological commonalities with the Beats. Rather, the increasing 

cultural appropriation of Native American Indian and African American cultures by the 

Beats (and by popular culture in general) in the 1950s signified the discursive and 

material success of white American society in its political and social conquests.
 
Hence 

the interpretation of the Beat movement in critical research as countercultural, rather 

than sub-cultural, is in itself a white act that has worked to sustain national philosophy 

through the use of racial (and gendered) mythologies.  

 Nonetheless, as with other Manifest Destiny images already explored, 

representations of Black culture in On The Road are similarly confined to the domestic 

context, and so cannot sustain the new vision, leaving Sal to complain, “How I died!” 

(p. 165). Sal then encounters the most famous site of American representations, 

Hollywood. Here Kerouac draws upon Nathanael West‟s characterisation of Homer 

Simpson, who is swept along on the tide of artistic superficiality only to be engulfed in 

the flames of Hollywood madness.
133

 Homer‟s vulnerability to the influence of 

Hollywood imagery is encapsulated by his huge thumbs which represent his inability to 

distinguish between the real and the representational, and thus he fails to materialise 

ideals of national philosophy. Interestingly, Dean is accorded a similar inability, for Sal 

narrates how Dean‟s “enormous …. thumb [had] became the symbol of [his] final 

development” (p. 171).
 

To enhance this point, as viewers, Sal and Dean watch 

representations of the United States in a double feature at the movies, one film with its 

theme of the cowboy, and the other international in scope with its setting in Istanbul. Sal 

mourns,   

                                                 
132

 Onkey also discusses this doubling function in relation to the career of Hendrix who, she claims, 

increasingly lost control over his ability to define meanings associated with his image within the 

psychedelic movement of the 1960s. Onkey‟s findings equally apply here to other Black musicians in the 

1950s who suffered a similar fate in relation to artistic control over their own representations. See Onkey, 

pp. 189-214. Campbell states that Black poet LeRoi Jones was one of the few African Americans who 

was initially drawn to the Beats. However, by the 1960s, he had left the Beat Generation to join Black 

Nationalism under the name of Amiri Baraka. See Campbell, This is the Beat Generation, p. 209. 
133

 Homer is the main character in West‟s 1939 novel, The Day of the Locust. See Nathanael West, The 

Day of the Locust and The Dream Life of Balso Snell (1939; 1931; Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 

1991). 



 80 

 We saw them waking, we heard them sleeping, we sensed them dreaming, we 

 were permeated completely with the strange Gray Myth of the West and the 

 weird dark Myth of the East when morning came. All my actions since then 

 have been dictated automatically to my subconscious by this horrible osmotic 

 experience (p. 222). 

 

Kerouac‟s use of colour is helpful in thinking about the meanings he attaches to the 

forms of nationalism examined so far. In terms of temporality, the West refers to the 

future, while the East refers to the past. Thus, future imaginings are uninspiring while 

those of the past are gloomy. These conflicting but separate images can also be related 

to what Kerouac sees as the deadening nature of domesticity and the pessimistic 

features of despair discourses, which cannot be successfully synthesised, as Sal the 

character discovered earlier. In agreement with Huxley, the narrative argues that 

American art in its current forms can neither fortify nor unify. The American 

chronotopic vision has lost sight of its prophecies during the isolationist period, 

evolving into what Sal describes as the “senseless nightmare road. All of it inside and 

beginningless emptiness. Pitiful forms of ignorance” (p. 231). In this light, the figure of 

Dean and other domestic images can no longer fortify, and so Sal‟s attention moves 

beyond the nation to where the international tenets of national philosophy might 

materialise.  

 Part Four clearly delineates the limited purpose of Dean in the national 

imagination through an increasing contrast between Dean and Sal once they cross that 

“magic border” into Mexico (p. 249). Sal excitedly writes, “no longer east-west but 

magic south … into other worlds” (pp. 241-242 italics in original). Dean also believes 

that “this will finally take us to IT” (p. 242 capitals in original). Echoing Eisenhower‟s 

insistence that: 

 This is our home – yet this is not the whole of our world. For our world is 

 where our full destiny lies – with men, of all people, and all nations, who are 

 or would be free. And for them – and so for us – this is no time of ease or of 

 rest, 
 
 

 

they, too, can enact their destiny in “the world!” (p. 252).
134

 In fact, Dean claims, “We 

can go right on to South America if the road goes” (p. 252). Casey offers an interesting 

perspective on the historical role and representations of the automobile in American 

culture that is particularly relevant here. He quotes Phil Patton, who argues that “[t]he 

automobile and its highways froze the values of the frontier by making movement a 
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permanent state of mind, turning migration into circulation”.
135

 This is perhaps the most 

important political issue addressed in On The Road. By extending the road trip into 

Mexico, Kerouac breaks the circularity which threatened the future of Manifest Destiny 

after the Second World War. Thus the narrator‟s disillusionment is not with the road 

itself, but with the manner in which the road was culturally employed in the post-war 

period. Taken from this perspective, another significant aspect emerges when the 

Mexican border guard tells Sal that, “I‟m red, everybody call me Red. Ask for Red” (p. 

250). In political polls undertaken during this period, Mexico consistently featured as 

potentially the most threatening nation to the United States should Communism 

establish itself in the Americas.
136

 Even Eisenhower himself stated, “My God … just 

think what it would mean to us if Mexico went Communist”.
137

  

Sal‟s imaginings of the new road into Mexico position the text as a cultural 

expression of expansionism. He narrates the political and religious destiny of the United 

States, and it could be reached by all in the automobile, the symbol of American 

spiritual unity.
138

 In this space, Sal the character states they had “finally got to heaven”. 

(p. 253) However, while marijuana, the spiritual tool of the Mexican, brings the “stream 

of gold” into Sal‟s consciousness, projecting a sense of immediate religious 

communion, it is not the drug itself, the “pornographic hasheesh daydream” that Sal the 

narrator seeks (pp. 260 and 265). Rather, it is the (imagined) spiritual relationship 

between the agrarian Indian people and their land that Sal desires, a construction that 

situates the Indian at an earlier stage of the American narrative of human progress 

identified by Dimock (p. 253). In relation to the way in which racial appropriation 

would continue to dominate in New Age literature for decades, this passage is perhaps 

the most influential in its construction of the American-Christian gaze:    

[W]e could finally learn ourselves among the Fellahin Indians of the world … 

the essential strain of the basic primitive, wailing humanity that stretches in a 

belt around the equatorial belly. … [T]hey were great, grave Indians and they 

were the source of mankind and the fathers of it. … [T]he earth is an Indian 

thing. … [T]hey knew who was the father and who was the son (pp. 255-256).   

 

At first glance, this section perhaps seems indicative of the wider colonial vision 

belonging to imperial literatures. For instance, a white interpretation is written onto the 

racialised figure, what Ashcroft et al. describe as the way in which “control is always 
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manifested by the imposed authority of a system of writing”.
139

 However, that the 

representation of the Indian occurs late in a narrative which encapsulates ideals of post-

war American nationalism suggests this rendering of the other occurs within the terms 

of an American imperial discourse. Secondly, Sal concludes that Indians are the 

“fathers” of humanity, thus challenging the assumption that Europeans, “in the glooms 

of the European void”, are the historic „fathers‟ of white America (p. 247). This 

representation of the racial other is evidence of the American historical propensity to 

include a post-colonial discourse that differentiates the nation from its Old World 

forebears. This passage is therefore important because here Kerouac offers both the 

colonial and post-colonial perspective integral to American national narratives, one he 

deems to be missing from contemporary representations. As such, this passage provides 

meaning and narrative cohesion to the random travels in the domestic context by its 

juxtaposition. 

Bercovitch‟s discussion of the historical construction of national philosophy 

provides another perspective which confirms this reading:  

When colonial writers sang „Paradise a new‟ they were not thinking of Adam‟s 

garden. They envisioned the new end-time Eden, where a gathering of new 

Adams would „build the finish’d bliss‟.
140

  

 

In applying Bercovitch‟s argument, it can be seen that by the creation of “hybrid 

identities” at this literary frontier, Kerouac, too, differentiates between the Mexican 

Indian as the original Adam, “the father” and the American self as the new Adam, “the 

son”. In opposition to Sal‟s narration of the wetlands in the American south, there are 

no snakes, no evil in this “palpable and living emanation of trees and swamp” that Sal‟s 

Dr Sax needs to cure (p. 269). Rather, this is where they can be “pinned to the earth, 

where [they] belonged and tingled”, producing an artistic sacralisation of the world, 

promoted by Huxley (p. 269). This is an important feature, for it requires American 

possession of the othered landscape in order to materialise this Eden. This peculiarly 

American mode of appropriation involves both distance and participation, resulting in 

an imperialistic representation that reduces an agrarian other to a symbolic figure which 

is then interpreted by the American presence in the exotic landscape.   

 Another feature of this construction that has been important for future New Age 

representations of the agrarian other is the manner in which the Mexican Indian, whose 

life was more “dense, dark, [and] ancient” than that of the Hispanic Mexican, is 

captured by Kerouac‟s narrative (p. 273). As Sal says, “When they talked they were … 
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silly. In their silence they were themselves” (p 272). Through Sal‟s writing, the agrarian 

other is rendered timeless despite being given a “wristwatch” (p. 272). As in The Doors 

of Perception, this timelessness allows Sal to read into their existence the codified 

American-Christian interpretation that would influence future New Age writings. They 

were like, he declares, “the Virgin Mother” and “Jesus” with eyes of “soulful intensity” 

(p. 272). Removed from the moral dilemma wrought by nuclear technology, these 

people  

had come down from … higher places to hold forth their hands for something 

they thought civilisation could offer, and they never dreamed the sadness and the 

poor broken delusion of it. They didn‟t know that a bomb had come that could 

crack all our bridges and roads and reduce them to jumbles (p. 273).  

 

Thus, Sal views their relationship to the land as spiritually regenerative, claiming that 

this was “the golden world that Jesus came from. … We‟d made it … to these vast and 

Biblical areas of the world” (pp. 27-274). Again, Bercovitch‟s analysis proves fruitful in 

accessing the continuity between historical representations of American nationalism and 

that of Kerouac. Bercovitch states: “Far from being nostalgic or primitivistic, [Puritan] 

paradise was to be the result of a series of reformations in history, and therefore a 

fulfilment of social as well as spiritual norms”.
141

 Kerouac‟s narrative also locates the 

old and new Adams in relation to the “new end-time Eden”, where the figure of the 

racial other is petrified while that of the white American is progressive. Thus while both 

figures are required in this unfolding of American destiny, they occupy different states 

and stages of progress in this national narrative.  

Casey argues that “Sal cannot find Paradise because he finds the American 

Edenic myth just that”.
142

 Charters, too, claims that Sal finds only a “„sad paradise‟” in 

a “dream [that] has little staying power”.
143

 However, these critical conclusions can only 

be reached by treating the characters, particularly Dean, as “sacred personages”, a 

response which ironically replicates the cult of the personality that Kerouac is 

critiquing. These critical approaches are limited because they fail to note that Kerouac 

internationalises the site of Eden, best expressed by the political difference between Sal 

as domesticated character and Sal as internationalist narrator.
 
As Bercovitch argues, 

“Conflicting views [on national philosophy] were absorbed into a progressive figural 

outlook, and transformed into alternative modes of cultural affirmation”.
144

 Tenets that 

informed the early jeremiads like the sanctity of the landscape, the rhetorical strategies 
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of lament and optimism, the notion of the progressive self, and the construction of 

catastrophe as proof of destiny are transformed in On The Road into a modern guise.    

In a land where “hipsters … [were] selling crucifixes and weed … [and] 

kneeling in beat chapels”, Kerouac has produced a contemporary American nationalist 

imagining, one in which the Mexican highlands, as modern image of the frontier, 

becomes sacralised by the presence of the American self (p. 275). It is less surprising 

that at this point, Sal becomes feverish and enters a chronotrope of his own 

construction, emerging with this new dream, that of the narrative itself. By contrast,   

Dean  could only utter, “Oh Lord, what shall I do? Where will I go?” (p. 273). Dean has 

no answers, and so he is silenced as a frontier icon.  However, Sal as writer knows the 

importance of language, and so he argues that what “bound [Americans] together in this 

world was invisible”, as he points to the “telephone poles” (p. 191). It is therefore Sal 

the writer who must replace Dean as cult figure and the articulator of post-war national 

philosophy. The character of Sal embodies the progressive characteristics of national 

philosophy until such times as he fully possesses the imagined spaces inside the 

narrative and constructs the narrative itself. At this moment, destiny has been secured 

and so time is to be dispensed with. The major portion of the novel therefore ends.    

 Part Five is merely a short section that functions as a eulogy for Dean who, as 

the figure of the American west, or “the dream of America”, could no longer speak.
145

 

Yet, as “chief prophet”, Dean had given all he could, and so like all important 

interpretations of national philosophy that had come before in its history, „he‟ deserved 

remembrance for the defining national image that had united America until the years of 

internationalism, the Communist threat and the bomb required the dreaming of Sal‟s 

new dream (p. 175). As Sal says, “I think of Dean Moriarty” (p. 281). In sum, 

Kerouac‟s narrative is complementary to the Cold War mediations of Manifest Destiny. 

The imperialist reduction of the agrarian other to symbol within their own landscape has 

had textual and practical implications that relate to the political-religious character of 

American politics.
 
This feature functions as an ideological victory over the agrarian 

other in a region considered vulnerable to Communist threat. Taken in its entirety, the 

text validates the fortification of the American literary self, where racialised 

constructions of spirituality could be used as a source of both lament and celebration, of 

both liberation and expansionism, while the potential for subversive activity is 

contained by textual (and real) American participation in the landscape itself. Therein 

lies the political significance of On The Road. As Eisenhower reiterated in 1957, the 
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year On The Road was published, “[T]he prayer of our people carries far beyond our 

own frontiers, to the wide world of our duty and our destiny”.
146

    

 

**** 

 

The Road Continues  

 This chapter has examined the way in which early Cold War conditions 

transformed the course of both American politics and culture. In pursuing the road to 

nuclear controls, Eisenhower argued that “[t]he peace we seek … can be fortified” 

through cultural and economic exchange that might encourage democratic progress 

abroad.
147

 The 1950s American political vision of internationalism required an 

American artistic vision to articulate its religious dimensions. As Eisenhower reminded 

the American people, “[p]rogress, however, will be realized only as it is more than 

matched by a continuing growth in the spiritual strength of the nation”.
148

 As artist, 

Huxley put forth the proposition that a new vision be articulated. Kerouac endeavoured 

to fortify Americans by putting them on the international road to salvation, the new 

spiritual and political paradise where long-held ideals of national philosophy might 

materialise. Together, Huxley and Kerouac constructed chronotopic images of worlds 

where imaginary others positioned on the frontier were paradoxically enclosed by the 

open-endedness of national philosophy discourse.  

The sacralisation of the landscape is the more important literary feature because, 

historically speaking, the landscape is where American destiny has been inscribed. 

Hence the loss of this relationship simultaneously evokes the loss of that destiny. New 

Age writings, like those of Huxley and Kerouac, therefore work to immortalise the 

religious fate of the American people; Huxley by the writing of that destiny into a 

domestic space, Kerouac into an international one. Consequently, another of the 

important influences on ensuing New Age literature is the manner in which these textual 

features mark the literary shift from a national to an international interpretation of 

nationalist philosophy, one that replicated the significant transformation of the United 

States into a leading world power after the war. Huxley and Kerouac also provided 

constructs of national philosophy and the New Age with further legacies. By the end of 
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this decade, the status and influence of both The Doors of Perception and On The Road 

together increasingly popularised the privatisation of spiritual ritual, which in time was 

to become a central tenet to adherents of the New Age movement. The religious and 

political practices advocated by both writers were those that private citizens could enact, 

resulting in what this thesis argues is the privatisation or feminisation of the discourse 

of fortification.
149

 As the decade came to a close, the Cold War began to further escalate 

fears and tensions within the United States. America was thought to be losing its 

dominance over Soviet technology, particularly in regard to advances in space science, 

and the mounting expansionism of Chinese Communism signalled that the Cold War 

between religious and political ideologies was not yet over. Again, fortified action 

required the defence of liberty against these growing threats in Southeast Asia, and at 

home. In turn, in the 1960s, two new presidents and the next generation of New Age 

writers gave expression to these new political circumstances.  

 

**** 

 

                                                 
149

 By contrast, throughout the Cold War and beyond, Christian evangelism and neo-conservatism have 

increasingly entered the public sphere and its institutions. As such, these variants might be considered to 

signify the public or masculine aspects of fortification.  
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Chapter Two  
 

 

The Gods of War  
 

 

 
We must work to build the stronger America on which our ultimate ability to defend the free world 

depends. We must increase our own scientific effort … by building an educational system which can 

produce the talent and skill on which our future strength and progress depend.
1
 
   
 

  

He can then be called a man of knowledge … when he succeeds in fighting off his last invincible enemy.
2
 

 

 

  

Beat of a different drum   

Despite the notoriety of the Beat Generation in the late fifties, Beat culture was 

to languish by the early sixties, its ideals reworked into an emerging psychedelic 

movement, followers of which came to be known as hippies.
3
 While core Beat values 

such as the search for liberty and salvation remained, differences in the cultural 

expression of these ideals soon appeared. The rising prominence of scientific knowledge 

as the means of fortifying the nation‟s prospects was to mark the evolution of the Beat 

generation into that of the new psychedelic movement. Two texts which gained 

widespread acclaim in the sixties, The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on The 

Tibetan Book of the Dead (1964) by Timothy Leary, Richard Metzner and Richard 

Alpert, and Carlos Castaneda‟s The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge 

(1968) provide insight into the changing nature of New Age discourse.
 
The first of these 

endorses an American interpretation of Tibetan spiritual practice, while the second 

provides a psychedelic appropriation of Native American and Mexican Indian cultures.  

This chapter will examine these 1960s New Age representations of the agrarian 

civilian that consistently appeared in Cold War political propaganda. It will be 

demonstrated that transformations which distinguish psychedelic discourse from Beat 

expressions parallel the political agendas of the two Democrat presidencies from 1961-

1969, those of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson. The ideological terrain 

                                                 
1
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covered by these presidents was distinguished by new rhetorical uses of the mythic 

American frontier to foreground science and knowledge, and the Monroe Doctrine, 

particularly in light of the mounting war effort in Vietnam. It will be argued that the 

sustained political attention paid to Chinese Communism during the 1960s was an 

important factor in drawing societal interest to Asia as a region in which American 

nationalism might be culturally expressed in texts like The Psychedelic Experience. 

However, the increasing lack of military success in Vietnam eventuated in a return to 

the textual appropriation of a figure which signified American political and cultural 

victory, the imagined Indian, in The Teachings of Don Juan. This chapter will then 

consider the following concerns. In what ways might these texts have been influenced 

by new political translations of Manifest Destiny? How might presidential rhetoric have 

contributed to the demise of the Beat Generation while constructing a social 

environment in which the new psychedelic movement could flourish?  

 

Seeing red  

The 1960s began with the Democratic presidential agenda known as the “New 

Frontier”, its terminology immediately recognisable as a fresh interpretation of 

America‟s mission.
4
 In a rhetorical mode that drew upon the features of national 

philosophy, Kennedy claimed in his Acceptance Speech in 1960 that the United States 

“stand[s] today on the edge of a New Frontier - the frontier of the 1960's - a frontier of 

unknown opportunities and perils - a frontier of unfulfilled hopes and threats”.
5
 

Accordingly, the inauguration of John Fitzgerald Kennedy in 1961 ushered in a range of 

social and political changes. His campaign had run on themes that “emphasized his 

leadership … training and experience”, and as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. recalled of the era, 

“Washington seemed engaged in a collective effort to make itself brighter, gayer, more 

intellectual, more resolute”.
6
 Kennedy‟s youth and desire to mix with intellectuals and 

artists in the White House had major impact, not only with the general public but also 

over the emerging psychedelic movement, through his valorisation of knowledge.   
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 Determined to demonstrate the inability of Eisenhower to capitalise further on 

American postwar hegemony and prowess, Kennedy argued during a speech on foreign 

policy in 1960 that the United States had “failed … to build the positions of long-term 

strength”.
7
 He subsequently displaced Republican imagery of the third world under 

Communist threat in response to what Warren I. Cohen describes as the “Soviet triumph 

in the space race [with] the launching of the Sputnik in 1957”.
8
 Kennedy further alleged 

that Eisenhower had not kept America ahead in nuclear technology, particularly in light 

of the “embarrassing … televised Vanguard missile ... [which] rose two feet off the 

ground and crashed” the same year.
9
 Consequently, the Americans were concerned 

about “outer space, and … the technology of nuclear terror, where the Soviets claimed 

to be equal, if not superior to the United States”.
10

 The later Russian moon probe in 

1959 merely confirmed Soviet status in such technology.
11

 Hence Kennedy launched his 

political agenda in a chronotopic image designed to position America as the leading 

intellectual nation in the global community:  

[T]he New Frontier is here … Beyond that frontier are the uncharted areas of 

science and space, unsolved problems of peace and war, unconquered pockets of 

ignorance and prejudice, unanswered questions of poverty and surplus. … I am 

asking each of you to be pioneers on that New Frontier.
12

 

 

Thus Kennedy increasingly steered the American people along new journeys, 

particularly in the areas of space, technology and science, and (tertiary) education, as a 

form of patriotic duty.
 
 

 In terms of the third world, Cohen writes that the Kennedy administration 

“considered themselves to be supportive of social revolution”.
13

 As a major focus of his 

presidency, Kennedy continually re-evaluated the Cold War regarding America‟s 

position vis-à-vis Communism and the emerging nationalist movements. However, 

according to James T. Patterson, “one of the most disastrous military ventures in 

modern American history” suffered at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba hardened Kennedy‟s 

anti-Communist resolve, particularly after the Soviet-Cuban alliance of 1961.
14

 William 

H. Chafe notes the administration‟s “obsession with foreign policy issues”, and that it 
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took “an aggressive anti-communist” stance.
15

 Meanwhile, after the earlier acquisition 

of “nuclear-capable artillery and fighter bombers” in West Germany, increasing 

tensions leading to the construction of the Berlin Wall heightened fears of Communist 

and nuclear threat.
16

 But it was the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 that signified for many 

Americans (and the rest of the world) that atomic annihilation in the form of “World 

War III” might be inevitable.
17

 Across a nation which had built bomb shelters in 

preparation for radiation fall-out, Kennedy‟s broadcast, “We will not … risk the costs of 

worldwide nuclear war … but neither will we shrink from that risk”,
 
was understood by 

many to mean that the destruction of the planet was imminent.
18

 Patterson writes that it 

was the “most frightening confrontation of the Cold War”.
19

 As Kennedy‟s aide Adlai 

Stevenson later stated, “We just had to get [the] … Russian missiles … out of there. 

This was the first time that the Latin Americans were also directly involved or 

threatened”.
20

 Kennedy also stressed such a belief by arguing that “aggressive conduct, 

if allowed to go unchecked and unchallenged, ultimately leads to war”.
21

 John Lewis 

Gaddis‟s analysis of the Cuban missile crisis is helpful here. He claims:  

 It was the only episode after World War II in which each of the major arenas 

 of Soviet-American competition intersected: the nuclear arms race[,] … „third 

 world‟ rivalries, relations with allies, the domestic political implications of 

 foreign policy, [and] the personalities of individual leaders.
22

 

  

Nonetheless, the eventual retreat by the USSR after the intense nuclear stand-off meant 

that the crisis passed without the world entering what Kennedy called the “abyss of 

destruction”.
23

 

 Having achieved what was considered by the American government to be a 

major victory in Cuba, the United States increasingly focussed upon Chinese 

Communism and its interest in Southeast Asia. This perspective was validated by 

Russia, which also felt that China might fill any political vacuum in the third world.
24

 

With the growing Sino-Soviet enmity since the early 1950s, Mao‟s mocking of 

Khrushchev‟s withdrawal at the height of the Cuban crisis increased American fears 
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about Chinese expansionism.
25

 Although the United States had held rising concerns in 

regard to Chinese Communism since the Korean War, Cold War rhetoric had focussed 

mainly upon the Soviet Union.
26

 The removal of Soviet nuclear power from Cuba, 

however, resulted in a redirection of American political concern to Chinese 

Communism, to the extent that it became the major anti-Communist issue in this 

decade. Michael Cox writes that “during the 1960s at least, many senior US 

policymakers … tended to regard Beijing rather than Moscow as being the more serious 

political threat to global order”.
27

 Furthermore, the threat of atomic war continued 

despite this transition in political focus by the United States. China became a nuclear 

power by 1964, for Mao had begun developing nuclear capabilities a decade earlier, 

after mounting discord with the Soviets over Taiwan in 1954.
28

  

 

The race into space 

 Against this backdrop of Cold War confrontation, Kennedy also instituted the 

Peace Corps, in which American-educated youth could serve in a third-world nation 

rather than enlist in the military. This highly successful program provided skills for 

many developing countries while it promoted American ideals of peace and progress. 

As such, the Peace Corps remained a strategy, as John Ehrman claims, by which 

Kennedy “reaffirmed a strong commitment to the worldwide defense of liberty”.
29

 And 

so, despite its idealistic image, the Peace Corps was viewed by Kennedy, James N. 

Giglio writes, “as another tool in the cold war”, and thus it was to be, “an important 

element of United States foreign policy”.
30

 This alternative route to fortifying America 

during the sixties foregrounded notions of liberty and personal activism. Importantly, it 

can be argued that programs like the Peace Corps were implemented to direct attention 

away from the sense of domestic betrayal and introspection into the American character 

of the Eisenhower years, prompted by McCarthyism. Through these actions, a national 

sense of self, particularly among the young, might be reconstituted within the 

international community. Thus, similar to the People-To-People program instigated by 
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Eisenhower, the Peace Corps was evidence of a continued cultural and political 

commitment to Manifest Destiny ideology.  

As part of Cold War strategy, an escalation of CIA activities had also begun in 

the 1950s, in which the role of drugs in behaviour modification was examined.
 
 David 

Farber notes the interest of “military and political elites [in] …psychiatry” in relation to 

“national security … [and] a more productive, healthy citizenry”, and he discusses the 

role Truman played in the passing of the Mental Health Act of 1946.
31

 In an 

investigation into declassified documentation, Martin A. Lee and Bruce Shlain write 

that the testing of experimental drugs, especially LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide) and 

other medications, in the pursuit of reliable witnesses and confessions in espionage 

activity, continued in covert military settings.
32

 However, as Lee and Shlain argue, 

“none received as much attention or was embraced with such enthusiasm as LSD-25”.
33

 

The CIA considered LSD capable of inducing two contradictory states of consciousness 

in a human subject, hence it was used as a “truth serum, then a lie serum” during the 

era.
34

 These perceived properties meant the use of LSD was favoured as the means to 

effectively block testimony as well as to induce confession in unwilling participants.  

With the increasing weight accorded to science in American culture, synthetic 

drugs, in particular LSD, were also employed in the testing of new psychiatric therapies 

across a range of disorders such as schizophrenia and alcoholism.
35

 Theodore X. Barber 

documents that “over 2000 studies” on the effects of LSD were published between 1943 

and 1963.
36

 LSD was not yet illegal during the early sixties, allowing experiments such 

as the Psychedelic Research Project, run by Leary and colleagues at Harvard University, 

to continue.
37 

Kennedy‟s endorsement of science as central to national identity, interest 

and security encouraged the formation of a popular psychedelic movement that had at 

its centre, the use of the same psychedelic drugs and quest for knowledge as the means 

to secure liberty.  
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Since The Psychedelic Experience is a mediation of The Tibetan Book of the 

Dead, a short summary of the contemporary position of Tibet in the political 

imagination will be useful here. Prior to World War II, the long-standing official 

position of the United States had been to consider Tibet as part of China.
38

 However, the 

onset of the Cold War radically transformed American perspectives on China to the 

extent that it was argued that should the Communists take rule from the Nationalists, it 

would be in the interests of the United States to view Tibet as “an independent state”.
39

 

After China annexed Tibet in 1949, Chinese imperialism remained a source of political 

anxiety in the region, despite the “full governing powers” invested in the exiled Dalai 

Lama.
40

 The Tibetan uprisings in 1959 and 1960, public appeals from the Dalai Lama, 

and the Chinese military response increasingly foregrounded these tensions in American 

political debates.
41

  

And so by 1960, the United States officially recognised the state of Tibet and 

supported its “right of self-determination”.
42

 In a strategy initiated by Eisenhower, 

“Kennedy's administration, at least initially, continued to support Tibetan resistance”, 

writes Joe Bageant.
43

 Kennedy spoke of his commitment to freeing Asia from “militant” 

Chinese communism, when he argued that Eisenhower‟s “China policy … [had] failed 

dismally to … prevent a steady growth in Communist strength”, allowing the “Red 

Chinese [to become] increasingly important, [and] increasingly menacing”.
44

 Yet 

despite his rhetoric, Kennedy soon tacitly scaled down Eisenhower‟s policies of CIA 

support for Tibetan raids against the Chinese, despite the United Nations resolution of 

1961 which required the “„cessation‟” of human rights abuses against the Tibetans.
45

 It 

was only when China later attacked India and a (more publicised) tripartite alliance was 

formed in 1962 by the United States, India and the Tibetan resistance that American 

support for Tibetan autonomy began to increase once more.
46

 As such, Tibet 
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increasingly functioned as a region where the cultural expression of American interests 

might be articulated.  

In sum, Kennedy‟s “New Frontier” emphasised the participation of every 

American at home and abroad in his plan to fortify the United States against 

Communism.
 

In disrupting Eisenhower‟s rhetoric which sought more overt and 

immediate identification with third world peoples (like that imagined by Kerouac), 

Kennedy articulated a political discourse in which science and technology framed the 

chronotopic space shared by the American self and agrarian other at Communist risk. 

He asked the nation to consider that the Cold War involved more than the defeat of 

Communism. It was also, he claimed, “a race for mastery of the sky and the rain, the 

ocean and the tides, the far side of space and the inside of men's [sic] minds”.
47

 Of 

importance here is that with the rhetorical construction of these sites as new types of 

frontiers, these spaces similarly become invested with the religious significance that had 

been traditionally incorporated within frontier mythology. Thus, destiny was etched into 

these new landscapes, and as such, possession of these sites became a sacred national 

imperative. The influence of these concepts was such that a reconstruction of the Beat 

movement began as journeys were increasingly undertaken into consciousness-raising 

experiences and uncharted psychedelic territories, in ways that were complementary to 

the scientific exploration of new frontiers. 

Leary, Metzner and Alpert, all Harvard psychologists and leading figures in the 

psychedelic movement, legitimised their standing by “invok[ing] the wonders of 

science” as promoted by this administration.
48

 And so, as Kennedy had requested of 

Americans, Leary pictured himself, according to Lee and Shlain, as the “orchestrator of 

a mass cultural phenomenon … [that was] international in scope”.
49

 Grinspoon and 

Bakalar go further, claiming that Leary was the one “who came closest to uniting all 

strands of the movement … the source of a new social role as chief prophet, Pied Piper, 

trip guide, ideologue, and interpreter of the new consciousness”.
50

 Leary himself stated: 
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“We see ourselves as modest heroes, an educational tool to facilitate new social 

forms”.
51

 Their text, The Psychedelic Experience, a manual for the ingestion of LSD 

sought to encourage these new forms through its parallel endorsement of science, 

knowledge, and inner geography of the self circulating in national discourse. Its 

spiritualist narrative derived from a nation of Buddhist peasantry oppressed by Chinese 

Communism created justification for New Age interest.   

 

****  

 

 The psychedelic frontier    

  This examination of The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on The 

Tibetan Book of the Dead will commence with an analysis of its representations and 

generic features, the “„semantic elements and syntactic bonds‟” that Ralph Cohen 

speaks of, and it will then consider the ideological ramifications of the psychedelic 

movement on race relations.
52

 From the outset, Kennedy‟s administration constructed 

itself as leaders who could guide and mentor the American public through the Cold 

War.
 
This political attitude is best articulated by Schlesinger who later stated, “Euphoria 

reigned; we thought for a moment that the world was plastic and the future unlimited”.
53

 

With numerous images of Manifest Destiny in cultural circulation particularly since 

Truman‟s era, it is not surprising that John Sinclair, one-time head of the White Panther 

party, explained the effects of LSD in similar terminology: “[O]ne was filled with a 

messianic feeling … We thought this would alter everything. We were going to take 

over the world”.
54

 Leary, too, validated Kennedy‟s interpretation of Manifest Destiny 

ideology by rhetorically constructing new scientific frontiers as the means to generate 

libertarian society. He claimed that “[o]n this space colony we were attempting to create 

a new organism and a new dedication to life as art”, an explanation that echoed 

Huxley‟s argument for the fusion of art, religion and science.
55
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 Leary, Alpert and Metzner reworked Tibetan spiritual doctrine into a 

contemporary American context by constructing The Psychedelic Experience within the 

framework of space science and psychology. The opening of the text - “A psychedelic 

experience is a journey to new realms of consciousness. The scope and content of the 

experience is limitless” - deploys instantly recognisable American imagery which 

encourages an understanding of the text as a narrative of political and religious 

significance (p. 11). Leary et al. continue, stating that their text is “to serve as road maps 

for new interior territories which modern science has made accessible” (p.  11). This is a 

„new frontier‟ with a „new road‟ in the making. 

While Leary et al. confess that they are “contravening” Tibetan Buddhist 

tradition by publishing this text, they justify their appropriation by stating the “lamas 

themselves … wish to make their teachings available” (p. 13 italics in original). 

However, the further claim that only these American intellectuals, these writers, could 

decipher the secret of the Tibetans “in a new dialect” for the benefit, not simply of 

Americans, but all “man” is remarkably similar to the tropes circulated in Kennedy‟s 

propaganda (p. 31). This section ends on a climactic note that echoes ideas put forth by 

Kennedy in rousing the nation to respond to his calls. Thus, as Kennedy asked “what 

you can do for your country”, Leary et al. issue a similar ringing challenge.
56

 Their 

claim: “The present moment in human history … is critical” and the question “[Is] man 

ready to move ahead”, indicates the mutual influencing of psychedelic discourse and 

political ideology (p. 31).
 
Leary et al. validate the psychedelic cause by quoting Lama 

Anagarika Govinda:    

[O]ne should not forget that [the Bardo Thodol] was originally conceived to 

serve as a guide not only for the dying and the dead, but for the living as well. 

And herein lies the justification for having made [The Tibetan Book of the Dead] 

accessible to a wider public (p. 29). 

 

This bold statement raises questions: was this duality of life and death structured into 

the original writings themselves, and if not, in what way might this duality signify an 

American cultural possession of Tibet?  

In order to examine the argument that The Psychedelic Experience offers a 

nationalist vision, it is important to contextualise the history of Tibetan spiritual 

writings. In The Hidden History of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, Bryan J. Cuevas 

offers an excellent analysis of Tibetan spirituality and its adaptation in Western 
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interpretations.
57

 In relation to the Tibetan doctrines, Cuevas states that this religious 

philosophy which pertained to the “performance of the Buddhist funeral rites” was 

expressed through an “Indo-Tibetan notion of a structured vision, or mandala of 

peaceful and wrathful deities”.
58

 It also stressed the “destructive powers of nature, 

particularly those of the earth, and the constitution … of the „soul‟”.
59

 Thus, the original 

doctrines gave importance to “a ritual technique for dealing with corpses”, particularly 

after some form of earthly devastation.
60

 An important aspect of these rites was 

exorcism, since it was believed that evil in the form of demons and other entities could 

enter the deceased during the transitional period between dying and attaining nirvana, 

turning the corpse into a Tibetan zombie.
61

 Hence a major skill attributed to the Tibetan 

monks was their ability to defend against evil in order to “liberate the dead”.
62

 But 

importantly, Cuevas argues that “„outside of the ritual context the text has no function at 

all in Tibetan religion‟”.
63

  

By contrast, Cuevas writes that the first English translation of The Tibetan Book 

of the Dead was published in 1927 by the American Walter Evans-Wentz, whose   

 commentary was drawn less from traditional Tibetan Buddhist interpretations, 

 with which he was really only vaguely familiar, and more from his own 

 spiritualist leanings and early twentieth-century intellectual prejudices.
64

 

 

He subsequently argues that the “romance” of Evans-Wentz has permeated later 

interpretations of the text, including that of Leary et al. and Lama Anagarika Govinda 

(German-born Ernst Lothar Hoffman).
65

 Govinda admonished the Tibetans for not 

“recognizing the true meaning of the Tibetan texts”, and asserted that “[u]nder the guise 

of the science of death, the Bardo Thodol reveals the secret of life; and therein lies its 

spiritual value and universal appeal”.
66

 This romanticised and incorrect interpretation of 

the Tibetan practice unwittingly suggests its appeal for Americans in the sixties. Such a 
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definition implies that these texts offer a spiritual practice that might fortify adherents 

against impending destruction by the transformation of the self, and therefore prevent 

such a death.
 
Yet Tibetan discourse historically positioned rebirth as a lack of awareness 

within the transitional period between life and death. This was considered to be a stage 

during which the soul may become confused or disorientated, and thus not recognise 

enlightenment, and return to earth through reincarnation. However, Western 

interpretations of the doctrines since that of Evans-Wentz have argued against this 

paradigm, claiming that rebirth is, in fact, progressive.
 
Western scientific principles of 

evolution as life-enhancing for the living have displaced the purpose of the ritual, which 

was to ensure that the dead remained so.  

In positioning the New Age as “hybrid spirituality”, Douglas R. Groothuis 

discusses the way in which “Western optimism and belief in progress pervade the new 

spirituality - something often foreign to [the] classical Eastern religions” from which it 

draws.
67

 While this type of appropriation may be characteristic of Western culture 

generally, American narratives of progress specifically associate possession of a 

landscape with the enactment of a political-religious destiny, and are expressed in 

specific nationalist rhetorical modes. These narratives therefore can be distinguished 

from those articulated in the wider white culture, a distinction that can also be detected 

in The Psychedelic Experience. Recalling Kennedy‟s description of that which lies 

“beyond” the frontier, Leary et al. offer a similar chronotopic representation which 

utilises the same linguistic devices found in national philosophy. They write that the 

ingestion of LSD may result in either an extrovert or introverted experience, which may 

manifest itself positively or negatively. In the first, the self is “ecstatically fused with 

external objects (e.g. flowers, or other people)”, in the second, the self is “ecstatically 

fused with internal life processes (lights, energy-waves …)” (p. 100). More importantly, 

the self here does not become part of this landscape. Rather the landscape “seem[s] to 

open and welcome you: [it] is part of you” (p. 66). Such a position is taken in order to 

dispense with what Leary et al. name the “subject-object distinction” in orthodox 

Christianity (p. 53). This distinction is displaced so that the adherent may have an 

experience where “[e]very cell in [the] body is singing its song of freedom – the entire 

biological universe is in harmony” (p. 59). The American mode employed by Huxley 

and Kerouac has been sustained.    
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 Accordingly, like Huxley and Kerouac, Leary et al. argue that LSD “does not 

produce the transcendent experience. It merely acts as a chemical key” that might open 

the doors into this frontier (p. 11). They claim that those who adhere to the methodology 

prescribed in The Psychedelic Experience will achieve rapture “instantaneously … and 

without need of ritual or complex meditation”, despite the fact that meditation formed 

an integral part of Tibetan practice (pp. 35 and 94).
 
In the early sixties, LSD was 

considered by many, including Leary, Alpert and Metzner, to be a short-cut to 

enlightenment, one intended to bypass traditional religious ritual. This psychedelic view 

of LSD and other chemically-derived drugs complemented attitudes of the CIA and the 

psychiatric profession, in that they also viewed these drugs as a short-cut to various, 

albeit different ends. Perhaps, more importantly, Leary et al. have remained true to 

Huxley‟s suggestion that Western scientists “define the ideal” psychedelic drug.
68

  
 
 

 Acknowledging their debt to Evans-Wentz, Leary et al. declare that “[n]o greater 

tribute could be paid to the work of this academic liberator than to base our psychedelic 

manual upon his insights” (p. 17). Yet, these writers do not critique the interpretation 

provided by Evans-Wentz. As Cuevas has documented, its accuracy is assumed. This is 

a surprising omission in light of the fact that Leary, Metzner and Albert were not artists 

but “behavioural scientists who kept records … wrote papers, and put out a journal”.
69

 

As a point of comparison, in his “Psychological Commentary”, (also included in Evans-

Wentz‟s 1957 third edition), Karl Jung claims that his interpretation of the doctrines “in 

no way accords with the original intention of the Bardol Thodol”.
70

 As psychologists, 

Leary et al. might have followed Jung‟s lead by acknowledging their 

decontextualisation, however, this line of Jung‟s commentary is not included in the 

excerpts from Jung in The Psychedelic Experience. This allows Leary et al. to state that 

Jung “misses the central concept of the Tibetan book”, and so the writers endorse the 

version articulated by Evans-Wentz (p. 22). As a result, American political 

understandings underpin their appropriation. Leary et al. argue that since their text 

“translate[s]” The (English) Tibetan Book of the Dead into “psychedelic English”, 

“lamaist hallucinations” are omitted (p. 50 italics in original). Nonetheless, the text 

incorrectly claims devotees will “emerge from the experience „reincarnated‟ in the 

lamaist tradition” (p. 50 italics in original).
 
 It is inconsistencies such as these that 

position this text as nationalistic. 
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The manner in which the consumption of Tibetan practice is represented is 

therefore important. Again, there is an American imperial gaze over this frontier, one 

mediated through a vocabulary which is strikingly similar to that of official White 

House discourse. This issue of language is pertinent in that the substitution of American 

political discourse for a literal translation of the Tibetan doctrines is indicative of the 

nationalist urgings that underpin the text.
 
For instance, Kennedy proclaimed:  

We have vowed that we shall not see space filled with weapons of mass 

destruction, but with instruments of knowledge and understanding. Yet the vows 

of this Nation can only be fulfilled if we in this Nation are first, and, therefore, 

we intend to be first. … [S]pace is there, and we're going to climb it, and the 

moon and the planets are there, and new hopes for knowledge and peace are 

there.
71

   
 
 

 

Leary et al. persist in reading Tibetan spirituality through the particular filter of the 

American progressive narrative:     

Eastern psychology can be judged in terms of the use of available evidence. The 

scholars and observers of China, Tibet, and India … lacked the findings of 

modern science and so their metaphors seem vague and poetic. Yet this does not 

negate their value. Indeed, eastern philosophic theories dating back four 

thousand years adapt readily to the most recent discoveries of nuclear physics, 

biochemistry, genetics, and astronomy (p. 20 emphasis added). 

 

Not surprisingly, the language of space and psychology, such as “guides”, “new 

realities”, “expanded consciousness” and the like proliferate throughout the text. To 

complement this new „world‟, Leary et al. created a linguistic change to match: where 

Beats saw themselves as „travellers‟; hippies were now “voyagers” (p. 12). And when 

articulating the various physical stages of the „voyage‟, Leary et al. define  

bodily pressure [as] … earth-sinking-into-water, clammy coldness [as] … water-

sinking-into-fire, body disintegrating [as] fire-sinking-into-water, pressure on 

head and ears [as] … rocket-launching-into-space (p. 38).  

 

They explain these corporeal sensations evoked by LSD ingestion as “powerful motors 

or generators continuously throbbing”, producing effects “like a … multi-dimensional 

television set” (pp. 41 and 47). To deflect potential criticism of this adaptation, the 

reader is instructed that “this remarkable convergence of astrophysics and ancient 

lamaism demands no complicated explanation” (p.  36 italics in original).
72

 

  Once again, the cultural expression of the American mission has entered into an 

imagined agrarian space considered at risk from Communist threat in the name of 
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liberty and salvation. Thus Leary et al.‟s appropriation of Tibetan discourse configures 

white political imaginings of both liberation and containment, at home and abroad. For 

further support, they quote George Gamow as having said:  

 If we imagine history running back in time, we inevitably come to the epoch 

 of the „big squeeze‟ with all the galaxies, stars, atoms and atomic nuclei 

 squeezed, so to speak, to a pulp. During that early stage of evolution, matter 

 must have been dissociated into its elementary components. ... We call this 

 primordial mixture ylem (p. 36).
73

  

 

However, there is no reference added to substantiate this statement, and Gamow‟s 

utterance here is also out of context with Tibetan discourse examined earlier. The value 

of Gamow‟s words therefore lies in drawing attention to the apocalyptic nature of the 

nuclear age. That Gamow is most famous for his research with Edward Teller which 

facilitated the development of the hydrogen bomb provides further evidence of the 

engagement of New Age writings with Cold War discourse.
 
Conversely, in an attempt 

to prevent academics who specialise in religion and spirituality from arguing against 

these metaphorical linkages, Leary et al. proceed to chastise Professor R. C. Zaehner, 

claiming “he should have known better” than to “distort” his experiences of psychedelic 

drugs (p. 42).
74

  

 

The road to liberation        

  As with the CIA and schools of psychiatric medicine, Leary, Metzner and 

Alpert also contributed to the scientific and political debate on set and the setting. Much 

controversy surrounded patient and/or doctor attitudes (set) and patient environments 

(setting) in which scientific experiments were carried out.
75

 The CIA and most 

psychiatric theory maintained that variations in set and setting were of no importance to 

espionage and clinical trials. Others who prioritised set while disregarding setting 

caused further contention.
76

 However, new theoretical models devised by some 

psychiatrists in the late 1950s and early 1960s, such as by Leary and his colleagues, 
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were employed to argue that LSD users were susceptible to variants in both set and 

setting, particularly in regard to avoiding a psychotic reaction.
77

  

In relation to set and setting in the Tibetan rites, the lama was essential, 

particularly as his presence was thought necessary to materialise the “fluid relationship 

[that] appears to have existed between the narrative of the text and … its liturgy”.
78

 

Tibetans believed the dead lacked the necessary consciousness to traverse the “path of 

the bardo” alone, and so the role of the lama was considered indispensable.
79

 Other 

Tibetan spiritual tools included “visualization and recitation”, music (although “singing 

and dancing [were] prohibited”), statues and paintings of Buddha and other deities, and 

the burning of incense, which was required to cleanse the living and the family home of 

the “pollution of death”.
80

 As “academic monks”, Leary et al. reinterpret these Tibetan 

features in order to maximise the potential for a transcendental experience (p. 46). The 

setting endorsed in The Psychedelic Experience is the recreation of the ambience and 

décor of Buddhist spirituality. For example, Leary et al. recommend “candles, pictures, 

books, incense, music or recorded passages” as the preferred environment (p. 100).
81

 

However, the set, the attitude required of both the devotee and the guide, remains 

distinctly American in the shared pursuit of “liberation” (p.12). The text expresses this 

aspect in the political discourse of knowledge and space by arguing that the “monk” 

should be an “expert who has guided thousands of flights” (p. 108). Leary et al. argue 

that “[t]he role of the psychedelic guide is perhaps the most exciting and inspiring role 

in society. He is literally a liberator, one who provides illumination, one who frees men” 

(p. 110). In this light, the text constructs a cultural possession by its location of 

American ideology and practice inside the imagined site of Tibet. It is the stress placed 

upon the relationship between set and setting, between figure(s) and landscape, that 

marks this psychedelic text as nationalistic.  

Accordingly, these factors of set and setting are the “reason that manuals or 

guide-books are necessary” (p. 11). Thus the manual itself is constructed as an 

indispensable link between psychedelic discourse and its enactment in American 

culture. The genre has practical connotations for New Age fortification ideology, for the 

reader is instructed to “recite [the manual] as often as possible and commit [it] to 
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memory” (p. 94). This claim is supported by the argument that liberation is acquired 

through the “„special training‟ for the „special experience‟” (p. 25). This focus upon 

training signifies a departure from Beat representations. Leary et al. seek to prepare and 

guide the LSD devotee before, during and after the experience. For example, in terms of 

structure, The Psychedelic Experience is divided into four major sections: “General 

Introduction”, “The Tibetan Book of the Dead”, “Some Technical Comments about 

Psychedelic Sessions”, and “Instructions for Use During a Psychedelic Session”, thus 

directing the reader to consider this as a ritual for enlightenment from the scientific 

perspective which these sections provide. The generic choice of manual (as opposed to 

academic essay for instance), is therefore indicative of the far more rigid approach to 

psychedelic methodology than was expressed by Beat writers. Of significance is the fact 

that the format of the text, the scientific manual, which indicates a merger of spirituality 

and science, helped a new genre to emerge, one that by the 1980s would be known as 

the New Age self-help book. 

As the genre requires, Leary et al. include clear instructions in order to manifest 

liberation in the devotee. For example, specific detail is provided on how to medicate 

the user, such as “200-500 micrograms” of LSD for the “inexperienced” (p. 101). As 

Farber writes, Leary was “suspicious of … [the] promiscuous distribution of LSD” like 

that of Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters in regard to “unsupervised, spiritually 

disinclined individuals”.
82

 The text also provides an examination of possible problems 

that may be encountered during an LSD session. Here Leary et al. concede that the 

process of enlightenment can take time and practice, and one may be “lucky” to achieve 

such ecstasy (p. 46). Failure to reach ecstasy is related back to the user by Leary et al. 

who argue that “anger or stupidity” are the cause, thus the authors construct a premise 

whereby devotees are encouraged to place further dependence upon the manual (p. 57). 

When discussing the potential for unpleasant visions, Leary et al. claim that rather than 

seeing “wrathful deities”, users are more likely to experience “manipulation by 

scientific, torturing control-devices and other space fiction horrors” (p. 73). The 

solution offered in regard to psychotic reactions is that users should think of themselves 

as “a computer with unlimited access to any program”, and so should “welcome these 

[scientific horrors] like old friends” (pp. 68 and 74). Leary et al. claim that positive and 

negative reactions to the experience “should be recognized as signs heralding 

transcendence”, because they are “divine tests” (pp. 38 and 150). This representation 
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conforms to nationalist discourse in which the act of overcoming suffering and misery 

signifies the righteousness of the course of action.  

 The text also extols “classic Hinduism” (p. 99). This is an interesting inclusion 

in light of the tripartite alliance which had been formed for the liberation of Tibet. Four 

Hindu goals are articulated through American New Age discourse. Respectively, these 

are “increased personal power”, “duty”, “fun” and “transcendence”, although the reader 

is encouraged to seek the fourth goal, that of “liberation-enlightenment” (p.  99). Leary 

et al. claim that these goals are cumulative, and so the achievement of the fourth goal 

automatically includes the realisation of the first three. The phrases that describe these 

goals, such as “sharpened insight into self and culture”, “rehabilitation”, and 

“interpersonal closeness”, articulate a psychedelic philosophy complementary to the 

American political and medical cultures, in which mental health and well-being was a 

major value (p.  99).
83

 According to Farber, Leary et al. considered LSD to be “a life-

enhancing, spiritual-inclining tool [that] [p]roductive, happy people should use”.
84

  

Leary et al. also modify the vows taken by Tibetan novices in ways that support 

American political purposes, particularly evident in the prolific use of the term “initiate” 

which implies entry into an elite political or religious organisation. These vows,  

 I will liberate those not liberated …  

 I will release those not released … 

 I will relieve those unrelieved  

 and set sentient beings in nirvana,
 
 

 

which apply to all religious duties, including the protection of the dead, have been 

realigned in favour of Kennedy‟s interpretation of Manifest Destiny.
85

 As Lester 

Grinspoon and James B. Bakalar argue, “By democratizing visionary experiences, … 

every teenager … could convince himself, with the help of teachers like Leary, that he 

was in some sense an equal of the Buddha or Einstein”.
86

 Leary et al. claim that if taken 

with adherence to their manual, “LSD offers vast possibilities for accelerated learning 

and scientific-scholarly research”, perhaps the ultimate complement to Kennedy‟s New 

Frontier (p. 104). By fortifying the reader with “the new tools provided by modern 

science” for the speedy achievement of liberation, The Psychedelic Experience can be 

read as a patriotic cultural response (p. 31). But perhaps more importantly, in arguing 

that the LSD experience will take the reader “beyond [their] notions of space and time”, 
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Leary et al. have constructed these dimensions in ways that complement the chronotope 

employed in presidential discourse (p. 14). 

  The text closes with a re-affirmation of Tibetan spiritualism, which glosses over 

incompatibility between a drug-induced ecstasy enacted by living Americans and the 

drug-free burial rites for the dead conducted by Tibetan monks. Leary et al. offer an 

American interpretation of various poems used during the Tibetan ritual.
87 

Thus while 

The Psychedelic Experience opens with scientific discourse, it closes in poetic terms, 

remaining true to Huxley‟s proposition that liberty and salvation will materialise when 

science and religion are disseminated through art. As Leary et al.‟s translation of this 

poetry declares: 

 You may recognize and obtain liberation here.  

 Your session can still become ecstatic and revelatory.  

 If you do not know how to mediate … 

 Remember your companions 

 Remember this manual (p. 150). 

 

That the instructions require the reader to refer back to the text clarifies two distinct 

premises: firstly, the authors are well equipped to appropriate and adapt Tibetan 

religious practices towards chemically induced enlightenment, and secondly, these 

practices are well suited, indeed, intended for American cultural consumption in the 

search for liberty. Such has been the influence of American-styled appropriations such 

as Leary et al.‟s that scientists today maintain this approach to Tibetan spirituality. For 

instance, as late as 1997, Robert Wicks has (re)written the American narrative of 

therapeutic progress into the Tibetan doctrines. He claims: 

 The implicit and explicit means to achieve such a personal transformation 

 within our present lives, as described in The Tibetan Book of the Dead, 

 [indicates] … its practical, socially all-encompassing message. … [It] is a 

 psychological document that characterizes basic personality styles and 

 presents the principles of those personalities in a symbolic and condensed, yet 

 fantastically realistic, manner.
88

 

 

As Cuevas laments, the romanticising of Tibetan Buddhism originally disseminated by 

Evans-Wentz throughout the West has continued. Through an on-going process of 

historical literary decontextualisation and reductionism, features of Tibetan spirituality 
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in Western circulation today bear little resemblance to the purpose and function they 

hold within Tibetan society.  

  Perhaps the most telling of all, various studies conducted into LSD during the 

late 1960s demonstrate that the mystical experience endorsed by the psychedelic 

movement was, in fact, rare, occurring in “less than 6 per cent of subjects”.
89

 Although 

there may be feelings of “profound insight into [the self], life or reality”, Barber writes 

that these studies confirmed that “„mystical experiences are the hardest [to produce], 

certainly not automatic, even under optimal conditions‟”.
90

 Leary et al. claimed that 

religious and philosophy professors had these “intense mystico-religious responses” 

from LSD taken in trials.
91

 Yet the responses of this particular control group is 

“predisposed towards the good old ideology of Thoreau and Emerson”, particularly if 

compared to experiments conducted with “drop-outs with police records”.
92

 As Sankar 

et al. state, “[t]he religious experience does depend upon the proclivity of the individual 

towards such an experience”.
93

 These factors are important because the ideological basis 

for the psychedelic movement was premised upon the democratic principle that all 

adherents might achieve enlightenment by chemical means. Thus the inability of LSD 

and other psychedelics to reliably produce a religious experience led its leading figures 

Leary, Alpert and Metzner to consider alternative drug-free means to spirituality and 

liberation by the end of the decade.  

 In sum, The Psychedelic Experience can be read as a text that parallels the 

political expectations of the early-1960s by its interpretation of political concepts that 

formed the thematic core of Kennedy‟s presidential politics. The philosophy of The 

Psychedelic Experience is compatible with ideals of reaching “beyond” into New 

Frontiers. At the same time, the stringent levels of control expressed in psychedelic 

strategies for liberation are evidence of the apocalyptic nuclear anxieties that underscore 

the text and the culture. This feature is particularly apparent in the appropriation of 

Tibetan spirituality in light of the Chinese Communist annexation, indicating this text 

functions as a cultural nationalist expression that sought to ease some of these anxieties. 

As “pioneer[s] of inner space”, Leary and those who voiced the ideology of the 

psychedelic movement, gave Beat ideals of liberty and salvation a contemporary edge, 
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supporting the aspirations of Kennedy‟s administration.
94

 Meanwhile, the text adheres 

to the dominant features of the New Age genre, such as the role of the guide, the 

interchangeability between writer and narrator, and the emphasis upon the reading of 

the text for the specific purpose of enacting the discourse. In complement to the politics 

of Kennedy‟s presidency, the fortification of the 1950s New Age agrarian other with 

themes of science and knowledge as the means of American liberation and Communist 

containment, intrinsically changed not only the type of spiritual experiences enacted, 

but the manner in which those experiences were constructed and narrated.   

The new political stress upon science and technology as a means to strengthen 

American nationalism led to a disinterest in the spirituality of the racial and ethnic 

groups appropriated by the Beats, such as African Americans and Mexicans. With its 

focus upon scientific validations and analyses of the LSD experience, the psychedelic 

movement ignored those who, marginalised by race, were denied access to formal 

education. Statistics taken in 1964 correlated with changes in racial identification in the 

discourse and practice of the movement. Users of psychedelics tended to be white, 

Protestant and middle class, while opiate users were mainly comprised of those races 

excluded from psychedelic discourse. Sankar et al. state that opiate users were 53.3% 

Blacks, 12.2% Puerto Ricans, and 5.6% Mexicans, with other racial groups forming the 

remaining 28.1%, thus racial groups marginalised by the movement constituted 71.1% 

of almost 60 000 addicts surveyed.
95

  

 Peter Braunstein and Michael William Doyle also note the racial prejudice 

inherent in the movement, claiming that “the privileged status of white hippies placed 

them at odds with … black[s], Hispanic[s] and immigrants … who dreamed of attaining 

entry into the world [hippies] … repudiated”.
96

 As Sinclair stated, “When the beatniks 

started taking acid, it brought us out of … the underworld”.
97

 Robert V. Daniels also 

writes that “racial minorities” were for the most part absent from hippie communities, 

such as those in the San Francisco region and the Village in New York.
98

 Comparisons 

in psychedelic receptions of artists, for instance, Jimi Hendrix, and the Beatles after 

their arrival in the United States in 1964, provide further evidence of the racial 

reconstructions that were taking place. Emerging mainly from San Francisco, rock 

                                                 
94

 Krassner used this phrase in ending his interview with Timothy Leary. See Paul Krassner, “The Love 

Song of Timothy Leary,” Tikkun 14 (1999), 72.     
95

 Sankar et al., pp. 711 and 745. 
96

 Braunstein and Doyle, “Historicizing the American Counterculture of the 1960s and „70s,” in 

Braunstein and Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation, p. 12.  
97

 Lee and Shlain quote John Sinclair. See Lee and Shlain, p. 218. 
98

 Robert V. Daniels, Year of the Heroic Guerrilla: World Revolution and Counterrevolution in 1968 

(1989; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 50.  



 108 

music played an important role, for, as Daniels argues, it “was the most widely 

disseminated” genre of psychedelic ideology and discourse, particularly when compared 

to New Age writings.
99

 It is worth recalling at this point the earlier discussion on set and 

setting, for these studies found that music is a major factor in responses experienced 

after LSD ingestion. Interestingly, research showed that users who ingested the 200 

micrograms, as advocated by Leary et al., bought “more records, had attended 

significantly more musical events, and had a greater appreciation of music” than those 

who ingested other drugs.
100

 Hendrix‟s first album, Are You Experienced? (1967), 

which charted for 106 weeks on Billboard, is a representative example.
101

 Yet, although 

Hendrix is best remembered for his psychedelic rendition of the Star Spangled Banner 

at Woodstock, by the late 1960s, he was articulating lyrical and musical arrangements 

responsive to Black nationalist ideas, which continued until his death in 1970.
102

  

 By contrast to the career path of Hendrix, the musical transition by The Beatles, 

from their earlier British Mod roots to American psychedelia, epitomised by the highly 

successful Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967, provides an excellent 

example of the changing status of racial appropriation between the Beat generation and 

the new psychedelic movement.
103

 White psychedelic musicians endorsed American 

perspectives of liberty and salvation, including Paul McCartney, for instance, who 

declared in 1967 that the transformative properties of LSD could lead the world to 

“„banish war, poverty, and famine‟”.
104

 However, such a response was not accompanied 

by ideas of liberty and salvation for Americans of colour. Despite the acclaimed 

propensity for the facilitation of enlightenment, the ingestion of psychedelics could not 

“overcome” racial discrimination at home.
105

   

 

**** 
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Defenders of the faith       

 After Kennedy‟s assassination, Lyndon B. Johnson maintained tenets of the 

New Frontier in a continuation of Kennedy‟s vision although he individualised these 

with an “activist and legislative stamp”.
106

 After being elected in his own right in 1964, 

Johnson named his agenda the “Great Society”.
107

 Noting his concern for racial 

minorities and labour movements, critics such as Gareth Davies maintain that Johnson 

encouraged a “general preoccupation with group rights”.
108

 But more importantly, 

Johnson foregrounded the Great Society program through constructs of the American 

destiny. He explained that a „great society‟ was “a place where men are more concerned 

with the quality of their goals than the quality of their goods”.
109

 Johnson reiterated this 

perspective in his State of the Union Address in 1965, proclaiming that “[t]he Great 

Society asks … not only how fast we are going, but where we are headed”.
110

 Johnson 

considered that “[m]ost important of all, in this period, the United States has reemerged 

into the fullness of its self-confidence and purpose. No longer are we called upon to get 

America moving. We are moving”.
111

 Of significance is the manner in which these 

political statements encouraged the American people to consider their future course as a 

nation, particularly Johnson‟s further claim that the United States was “moving toward 

that destiny, never more rapidly than [it had] moved in the last 4 years”.
112

 However, 

the war and civil unrest that followed in the next few years were of immense 

consequence for the American people and the imaginings of their providence.   

In international affairs, Johnson articulated a continued commitment to the 

pursuit of democracy in Asia, believing, according to Tony Badger, that the United 

States might “pacify [Vietnam] by winning over hearts and minds and building a 
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nation”.
113

 Robert W. Tucker and David C. Hendrickson also write that “American 

intervention was justified from the start in terms of the freedom and self-determination 

of South Vietnam”, indicating the ideology of Manifest Destiny continued to be a major 

component in presidential discourse.
114 

Yet, unable to make headway in Vietnam, 

America soon increased its military intervention.
 
Former CIA Director William E. 

Colby remembers: “[T]hat was a very brutal, bitter period of the fight, when we were 

pouring the troops in”.
115

 In order to rationalise the military build-up, Johnson 

constructed the South Vietnamese as agrarian civilians under Communist threat in terms 

of Manifest Destiny philosophy:  

We were never meant to be an oasis of liberty and abundance in a worldwide 

desert of disappointed dreams. Our Nation was created to help strike away the 

chains of ignorance and misery and tyranny wherever they keep man less than 

God means him to be.
116

  

 

Interestingly, public support for Johnson during this period soared from “42 to 72 

percent”.
117

 

The ever-present quandary regarding the use of nuclear weapons meant that 

Johnson also reminded Americans of the “futility of nuclear war” and the need for 

“lasting peace”.
118

 However, like Kennedy, Johnson also raised fears of atomic war by 

drawing attention to these matters when he declared Americans “still live in a troubled 

and perilous world. There is no longer a single threat. There are many”.
119

 And as the 

war stalemated, images of Americans engaged in conflict became the primary news 

story.
120

 This situation was arguably derived from the “nearly six hundred journalists, 

… [and] over three thousand military personnel … [whose] sole purpose [was] to 

provide the American press and public with information about the war”.
121

 Conversely, 

stories of “pacification  … [which] lacked the immediacy and drama of combat” were 
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under-represented.
122

 Pacification was, according to Clarence R. Watt, considered a 

Vietnamese story.
123

 This particular dissemination of the Vietnam War had two 

immediate consequences. Firstly, this style of reporting can be seen to foreground the 

failure of the Monroe Doctrine ambition to contain Chinese Communism. By 

implication, the failure to achieve Manifest Destiny principles of liberty and progress in 

Southeast Asia was becoming increasingly understood. Secondly, the proper hierarchy 

of national beliefs, where the Monroe  Doctrine is to play a supporting short term role in 

the wider schema of the successful peaceful implementation of democracy, had been 

inverted. Accordingly, dissent within American culture began to rise, as cracks began to 

appear between the material outcomes in Vietnam and American political propaganda. 

As Badger writes, Johnson “ended up fighting a limited war with unlimited rhetoric”.
124

 

 Similarly, political goals articulated in the Great Society discourse also failed to 

materialise in the domestic context, which further exacerbated this dissent.
 
Despite the 

important legislative gain of voting rights for African Americans, the major component 

of the Great Society was the War on Poverty, and it resulted in mounting discord 

between what Davies calls “an embattled New Deal-Cold War Democratic tradition and 

an emergent New Politics”.
125

 Roger Kimball argues that “the foremost difference 

between New and Old Left [was] that New Left people [were] busier with cultural 

revolution than anything else”.
126

 However, the Johnson administration rejected this 

view:  

Let those who fear that American [sic] has lost its zest for revolutionary example 

examine our present struggle for racial equality - … a revolution being won by 

the ballot, not the bullet - … a revolution not always supported by some who 

lament our lack of revolutionary spirit.
127

      

 

Yet, by 1968, Johnson was forced to acknowledge that ruptures in national beliefs were 

occurring when he spoke of a “restlessness – a questioning” by the American people.
128

 

He spoke of the “wide … gulf for some Americans between the promise and the reality 
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of [their] society”.
129

 By January 1969, he was listing national and international issues 

of  

 [u]rban unrest, poverty, pressures on welfare, education of our people, law 

 enforcement and law and order, the continuing crisis in the Middle East, the 

 conflict in Vietnam, the dangers of nuclear war, [and] the great difficulties of 

 dealing with the Communist powers.
130

  

 

Towards the end of his last Address to the nation, Johnson confirmed the inability of 

America to deliver on its promise: 

I regret more than any of you know that it has not been possible to restore peace 

to South Vietnam … Until a way can be found to scale down the level of arms 

among the superpowers, mankind cannot view the future without fear and great 

apprehension.
131

    

 

Although the difference between political mission and reality had occurred during the 

Korean War in the early 1950s, the widespread media coverage in the late 1960s 

heightened national awareness of the gaps between Manifest Destiny rhetoric and 

reality in both the domestic and international contexts. The implication of these 

differences between the representation and the real is that it called into question the 

American destiny itself, a destiny that Johnson argued just four years earlier had looked 

promising. Now these were landscapes that spoke of previously unimaginable 

bleakness. 

 However, by looking back to the past, American destiny might be secured by 

evoking figures in landscapes that had been traditionally employed to produce Manifest 

Destiny visions. In his Inaugural Address, Johnson had described injustice as the 

“enemy” to the American mission, one that “will not surrender easily” but that “will be 

conquered”.
132

 For guidance in this battle, Johnson referred to an “ancient leader” in 

asking for “wisdom and knowledge”, and he asked that Americans, too, look to “old 

promises and old dreams”.
133

 This is an important Biblical allusion. Firstly, the Book of 

Daniel to which Johnson refers is the only “apocalyptic book in the Old Testament”, 

and secondly, it is a prospective narrative of political and spiritual progress, the 

successful materialisation of which is dependent upon Daniel‟s ability to interpret 
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dreams for the King.
134

 Thus The Book of Daniel relates the political tale of those 

nations who would stand against the powers of God, a fitting allusion that reminded the 

American public of both their historical vision and a way in which their future prospects 

might be reinterpreted in relation to Communism. As Johnson told the American public 

during the unrest in 1968-69:  

We must not ignore our problems. But neither should we ignore our strengths.
 

… If ever there was a people who sought more than mere abundance, it is our 

people. If ever there was a nation that was capable of solving its problems, it is 

this Nation.
135

   

 

In 1965 and 1966, Johnson had insisted upon the need for knowledge as the means by 

which the war might be ended:  

[W]e begin a new quest for union. We seek the unity of man with the world that 

he has built - with the knowledge that can save or destroy him … [T]o know war 

is to know that there is still madness in this world. Many of you share the burden 

of this knowledge tonight with me.
136

  

 

And so the valorisation of advancing scientific knowledge into unknown frontiers 

promoted by the Kennedy administration was ultimately transformed into a search for 

other kinds of knowledge that might re-unify the cultural and physical landscape(s).  

The combination of these factors encouraged various social groups to seek out 

knowledges designed to advance their respective rights and to mark their destiny within 

the Great Society, for example, the increasing voices of feminism and Black Power, as 

discussed in the Introduction. However, Deloria‟s argument, that in times of crisis some 

Americans also sought wisdom in Indian culture, is helpful here.
137

 This use of the 

invented Indian is apparent in the literature and practices of New Age movement of the 

mid-late 1960s. The San Francisco Oracle, a hippie newspaper published in 1966, 

disseminated three key elements in hippie culture: “Eastern religions, American Indian 

rituals, and the artistic sensibilities of the mind blown”.
138

 Evident here is that the 

earlier psychedelic interest in Asia was harnessed once again, as it had been by Huxley, 
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to Indian culture. The appropriation of the term „tribes‟ by the movement, especially 

during the Human Be-In or „gathering of the tribes‟ in San Francisco in 1967, further 

signals the importance of the invented Indian in New Age discourse of the period.
139

 In 

their discussion of the Be-In, Grinspoon and Bakalar claim that the appropriation of 

tribes was to “imitate[e] the organic community of preliterate hunters and gatherers”.
140

 

However, this thesis argues that the New Age consistently seeks to possess the symbolic 

and/or material practices of the agrarian other, not those of the hunter and gatherer. This 

examination of The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge will 

substantiate this theoretical position in relation to Native American representations. The 

cultural and political anxiety regarding the nation‟s providence created a space for the 

text with its emphasis upon (agrarian) Indian knowledge
 
and the manner or „way‟ in 

which this knowledge is acquired for the realisation of liberty and salvation. By 1968, 

New Age texts such as Castaneda‟s began to differ from earlier works like The 

Psychedelic Experience, offering new forms which complemented changes in Democrat 

discourse and expressed the political tensions of the period. As the war effort intensified 

without apparent gains being made, a call to its imagined white past, to a religious and 

political freedom founded on taming the west, was answered by Carlos Castaneda.
141

 In 

this time of political unease, white Americans wanted an Indian, one who signified 

white conquest and thus reminded them of the strength of their historical mission.  
 
  

 

**** 

 

Too many chiefs, not enough Indians 

 Carlos Castaneda was a UCLA anthropology graduate who based his text upon 

research relating to Indian culture. Narrated through the perspective of a student, The 

Teachings of Don Juan details the acquisition of Yaqui Indian spirituality after the 

student is introduced to Yaqui psychedelic folklore by a shaman named don Juan Mutas 

in Arizona.
 
Castaneda was subsequently awarded a doctorate for fieldwork from which 
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the text draws.
142

 However, the book was later decried as an academic hoax by many 

across various disciplines such as anthropology, psychology, and religious studies, 

although UCLA did not withdraw the awarded doctorate.
143

 The controversy centred on 

issues of authenticity in the fieldwork conducted by Castaneda, and plagiarism from a 

variety of texts, from disciplines including ethnobotany and religious mysticism. Yaqui 

specialists, such as Ralph Beal, Jane Holden Kelley, Edward Spicer and Hans Sebald, 

refuted Castaneda‟s account with collective proof of inconsistencies within the text in 

matters of setting and Yaqui society.
144

 They argued that its representations of the 

Sonoran Desert are factually inaccurate, and that the textual spirituality and culture are 

not representative of Yaqui knowledge and practices. Hans Sebald asks: “If the field is 

fake, how can the fieldwork be genuine?”
145

 The book‟s ensuing success, however, can 

be understood by the argument made in this thesis: that the popularity of any given New 

Age text is determined by the extent to which its ideological representations address 

contemporary anxieties in a recognisable discourse.   

The following section will offer an analysis of this psychedelic appropriation of 

Indian culture. Firstly, it will summarise Yaqui history. This will be followed by an 

examination of the ideological features of the text. Issues to be explored here are factors 

which underpin representations of the Yaqui in regard to the use of psychedelia, and the 

way in which these representations were situated by Castaneda in relation to Democrat 

rhetoric in the latter half of the sixties. It will be argued that because of the unsuccessful 

implementation of the Monroe Doctrine in Vietnam, The Teachings of Don Juan 

upholds Manifest Destiny philosophy within the domestic context. I will draw upon 

research into Indian cultures conducted from the late 1940s to the early 1960s. This 

aspect is significant in order to establish what Castaneda himself „knew‟ and from 
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where he drew his knowledge. The following discussion will demonstrate that don 

Juan‟s character is constructed from white imaginings of the nomadic Native American 

Indian overlaid upon the features of the third world agrarian Yaqui.
 
 

This analysis will continue with an investigation of the text‟s formal features. 

The Teachings of Don Juan is another hybrid work consisting of artistic and academic 

discourses, and it employs the major generic devices utilised by Huxley, Kerouac and 

Leary. The textual structure, divided into an “Introduction”, “Part One: The Teachings”, 

“Part Two: A Structural Analysis” and “Appendixes”, allows representations of white 

science to enclose the artistic Indian section of the narrative where salvation is located. 

Castaneda thus frames his text in the discourse of academic scholarship, drawing upon 

the authority of the academy in both the opening and closing sections. Like his literary 

predecessors, Castaneda produces a chronotopic vision, noted in the Foreword by 

Walter Goldschmidt of UCLA who attests to Castaneda‟s ability to “enter into an alien 

world”.
146

 And so, intersecting political issues of race and citizenship remain central in 

this text by the positioning of the Yaqui as “alien” citizens.    

Castaneda‟s choice of the Yaqui from the numerous Native American tribes in 

the United States and beyond is an interesting one in his (mis)representation of Indian 

culture. Historically, North and Central America has witnessed much Indian diversity, 

with some tribes sharing linguistic or cultural patterns, such as the Paiute and the Pima, 

with others having little in common, for example, the Pawnee and the Washoe.
147

 It is 

important, therefore, to briefly consider the main trajectory of Yaqui history in order to 

contextualise Castaneda‟s representations. By 1968, the Yaqui Indians were, for the 

most part, living in reservations and towns in Arizona and Mexico where the text is set. 

However, the Yaqui were originally a tribe that settled on the Yaqui River in Mexico, in 

a region where, Edward H. Spicer writes, “at least sixteen distinct tribal groups” could 

be identified.
148

 They were not nomadic, but agrarian, and they cultivated land along the 

Yaqui River near the Gulf of California.
149

 Although little is known about Yaqui culture 
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prior to the arrival of the Spanish, research has, nonetheless, identified and documented 

some cultural features.
150

 For instance, because of their proximity to water and fertile 

land, the Yaqui did not employ the rituals commonly thought of by the West as 

authentically Indian, such as rain-making ceremonies.
151

 Their traditional spiritual 

history is outside of the conventional Western constructions. In indigenous terms, the 

Yaqui ritualised their spirituality in four main areas, these being war, in which 

intoxicating drinks such as maguey were employed, hunting rites which used animal 

costuming, rites of passage, and curing ceremonies.
152

 Of importance here is that there 

is little evidence that Yaqui engaged in the ingestion of mind-altering drugs in the 

pursuit of rapturous communion with the divine and the natural world. Rather they 

drank alcohol as the means to induce aggression needed for battle.
153

   

 Although resistant to Spanish political and military efforts during the late 

sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the Yaquis welcomed Jesuit missionaries. 

According to most Western accounts of the time, they increasingly subjugated the more 

aggressive and hostile tendencies in their culture, assimilating relatively smoothly into 

the Catholic faith and into some of the cultural practices brought by the missionaries.
154

 

Unlike Native American tribes across the region such as the Hopi or the Jicarilla who 

vigorously rejected Western faith, the Mexican Yaqui began adopting Christian icons 

and imagery, although for the most part, these were invested with Yaqui meanings and 

significance.
155

 For instance, key figures in Christianity formed major components of 
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Yaqui faith, and these were venerated in the cult of Jesus, associated with Easter, the 

cult of the Virgin with its links to seasonal celebrations, and the cult of the Dead, a 

monthly ritual which was linked to All Saints Day.
156

 These features of the culture are 

pertinent in that the Mexican Yaqui stand alone as an Indian tribe which willingly 

assimilated Christianity into its society, creating, as Ruth Giddings names it, a “Catholic 

pantheon”, for the worship of “nature deities” was not a feature.
157

   

 However, the Yaqui have historically politicised their relationship to the 

landscape. Unlike other tribes, Yaqui myths and legends are not thought of by the Yaqui 

as sacred. Rather, these stories are invested with geopolitical meaning, mostly relating 

the Yaqui territorial defence against the Spanish and Mexican governments and their 

armies.
158

 After a period marked by a scattering of the Yaqui throughout Mexico and 

the American Southwest in an attempt to avoid Mexican persecution in the early 

nineteenth century, the Yaqui began resettlement into their homelands later that century.  

However, these plans met with only limited success due to the migration of Mexicans 

into the area.
159

 By comparison, reservation land was allocated by the United States in 

Arizona. By the 1950s and early 1960s, the Yaqui were divided into two groups: those 

who dwelt in relocation areas, and those who sought to recreate their homeland in 

Mexico on the Yaqui River. Although the Yaqui River culture tended to strengthen its 

endeavour to reclaim its past, neither group effectively recreated their indigenous 

heritage.
160

 Christianity had successfully merged with the traditional culture over the 

previous four hundred years, and, furthermore, less of this fused culture persisted in 

both settlements. The consequence of these historical processes is the on-going 

assimilation of the Yaqui into either Anglo-American culture (Arizona) or Mexican 

culture (Yaqui River region). Their cultural history is therefore expressed through a 

hybrid discourse of (Christianised) spiritual and political narratives. 

 It is with these historical contexts in mind that The Teachings of Don Juan must 

be examined. That don Juan is represented as a Mexican Yaqui constructs him as a third 

world agrarian other, as the Yaqui themselves consider the Yaqui River region to be the 
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“true centre of their culture”.
161

 The Yaqui‟s historical entrance into America during the 

1880s when fleeing from the Mexican government, also positions them as agrarian 

civilians in need of American political protection.
162

 However, although the American 

federal government formally recognised the Yaqui in 1978, a decade after the book‟s 

release, Arizona had consistently argued that the Yaqui should be “shipped back to 

Mexico”, despite the fact that most were “US born citizens”.
163

 Thus in contrast to the 

American Yaqui, modern Mexican Yaqui like „don Juan‟ are situated outside of the 

increasing political debate on land and civil rights for Indian peoples. This 

representation can be read as a reaction against the slow yet increasing political reform 

of (Republican) termination policies wrought by the Democratic focus upon the “Great 

Society” programs, a political opportunity not missed by Red Power activists.
164

 

According to Joane Nagel, the American Indian response to these reforms marked “the 

beginning of a period of tribal resurgence and of the emergence of supratribal 

identification and activism”.
165

 The sit-in (or “fish-in” as it is known in Red Power 

discourse) at sites like Alcatraz emboldened Indian communities to reconsider the 

relationship between white American culture and their own.
166

 And so, through a textual 

manipulation of „Indian‟ discourses, Castaneda can avoid a discussion of these 

important contemporary Native American issues.
167

 It is also significant that any area 

across the vast territory of the North American continent where hundreds of tribes have 

lived might have become the focus of such an investigation by Castaneda. Yet it is the 

region that registers as an historical and imaginary frontier, the American Southwest, 

which remains of geographical and religious importance to this New Age expression of 

fortification during the height of the Vietnam War. 

 

**** 
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On the war path 

Deloria‟s matrix of distance and value in invented Indian discourse is useful for 

critiquing representational forms employed in American nationalist narratives, including 

political rhetoric.
168

 His argument regarding the “all-encompassing universalism” of 

New Age Indian constructions is particularly valuable in evaluating Indian 

representations deployed in psychedelic discourse.
169

 And so, a comparative analysis of 

the „Indian‟ in political and psychedelic rhetoric can be conducted by coupling Deloria‟s 

theories of the historical matrix and universalism to examine the manner in which these 

two discourses seek to repair ruptures in national philosophy caused by the televised 

images of the Vietnam War and the anti-war movement. Thus Deloria‟s research can be 

employed to explore the ideological tension resulting from representations of a failing 

Manifest Destiny and Monroe Doctrine, at the heart of which lies the figure of the 

imagined Indian.  

The text constructs a binary between the knowledgeable Mexican Yaqui 

represented by the elderly don Juan, and the younger Indians who see this cultural 

knowledge as “pure bull” (p. 3). Recalling that nationalist narratives convey the 

imperative of unlimited progress demanded by the open-endedness of the discourse, 

new „Indian‟ figures must be constantly located in order for this process to continually 

materialise. Thus Indian characters who enact their Mexican inheritance are third world 

agrarians who expand consciousness and attain harmony with the divine in nature 

through the traditional partaking of hallucinogenic plants. It is these textual Indians who 

see their destiny in the landscape, not the American Yaqui, nor actual Indian peoples 

who, in seeking political reform, argued that a decidedly different future was marked in 

their lands. And so, it will be established that Castaneda‟s New Age Indian figure is 

important in four major respects. Firstly, it adheres to Huxley‟s insistence that art 

recover the sacred relationship between the figure and the landscape, and that the use of 

psychedelia is to consolidate this relationship. Secondly, it indicates the influence of 

Kerouac‟s construction of the Mexican Indian and Huxley‟s representation of the 

American Indian. Thirdly, this hybrid appropriation foregrounds democratic 

participation in a spiritual ritual that can be mastered by white Americans with ease and 

speed in and outside the national context, thus re-establishing their sacred relationship 

to the entirety of the landscape. Finally, despite the narrator‟s claim that it was “not 

[his] intention to determine [don Juan‟s] precise cultural milieu”, the title A Yaqui Way 
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of Knowledge and phrase, “we, the Indians”, appropriates the “supratribal 

identification” formulated in Red Power discourse (p. 5 and 44).
170

 This construction 

evokes the idea of a monolithic Indian tradition in the taking of drugs like peyote, which 

defies actual variations across the range of tribal histories in both the United States and 

Mexico.    

 While “the vision” is a spiritual concept considered integral to American Indian 

societies, historically speaking, not all tribes ingested plants for its materialisation.
171 

For example, James L. West states that the Cheyenne practised fasting as the means to 

acquire spiritual visions, not peyote.
172

 Edgar E. Siskin, too, writes that not all shamans 

have seen themselves as peyotists, the Washo being a prime example.
173

 These shamans 

decried the use of peyote following the arrival of the peyote cult in the late 1930s, 

arguing against the peyotists that the drug caused a “disturbing ferment in the tribe as a 

whole”.
174

 These claims are also supported by David F. Aberle‟s work published in 

1966.
175

 His research argues that when the  

peyotists population of the Navaho country was estimated in 1951, it is probable 

that well over 80% of the Navaho were non-peyotists and strongly opposed to 

peyotism and the Native American Church. … In 1964, however, … the peyotist 

percentage had grown considerably.
176

  

 

Paul B. Steinmetz found in 1980 that there was also tribal resistance to peyotism, for 

example, in 1934 by the Oglala Sioux (Lakota) Tribal Council.
177

 Castaneda‟s choice of 

the lesser-known Mexican Yaqui is an expedient one, since the recent history of better-

known nomadic tribes of the Plains and the Southwest proved at variance with the 

representation of Indian culture offered in The Teachings of Don Juan.
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This is an important point for, as discussed earlier, there was no evidence that 

the Yaqui historically took peyote for the realisation of the Indian vision. On closer 

inspection, the manner in which peyote is consumed in the text conforms to the rituals 

enacted in the Native American Church. In writing the history of this Church, 

anthropologist J. S. Slotkin, one of its (white) officials, draws distinctions between what 

he terms the “old peyote complex” found in some regions, and the more recent “peyote 

religion” or “peyote cult” practised since the 1880s.
178

 The peyote complex varies in 

significant ways from modern uses. For example, peyote was formerly a “mere 

component” in a “collective … dancing rite”.
179

 However, the recent peyote religion, 

the fore-runner to the Native American Church, sought to affirm a “Pan-Indian social 

movement” by utilising elements of “Indian dress and language”, drawn for the most 

part from tribes of the Plains.
180

 However, over time, these elements became 

increasingly over-powered by further Christian acculturation.
181

 As a result, the peyote 

religion became a “voluntary association whose rite is one of singing, prayer and quiet 

contemplation”.
182

 As in Christianity, there is a “dependence upon a supreme being … 

and an intermediary spirit”.
183

 The pantheon also draws from a “White Trinity” and the 

Bible, while sermons, testimony, and confession continue to be functional 

components.
184

 In this practice, peyote itself acts as both a “symbol of the spirits … and 

as a sacrament”, and the ritual is usually conducted from night to dawn.
185

  

 In examining Castaneda‟s treatment of the narrator‟s experience of don Juan‟s 

spirituality, all the above-noted tenets of the peyote cult feature heavily in every 

chapter. In continuing Huxley‟s endorsement of the Native American Church, the 

narrator, too, valorises the consumption of psychedelics including “peyote (Lophophora 

williamsii), Jimson weed [known as datura] (Datura inoxia syn D. meteloides), and a 

mushroom (possibly Psilocybe mexicana)” (p. 7). And, like Huxley, the manner in 

which Church practice is articulated affirms nationalist ideology. The use of these plants 
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(re)confirms a sacred relationship with the landscape that commences with linear 

temporality. For instance,  the narrator states that “[t]he importance of the plants was, 

for don Juan, their capacity to produce states of peculiar perception in a human being”, 

which were to be experienced in “a sequence of stages for the purpose of unfolding and 

validating his knowledge” (p. 7). Then, a generalised Christian duality is initially 

represented. Peyote is personified through the name of “Mescalitero”, and “he” 

espouses ethics that mimic those of Jesus (p. 61). And although Mescalitero can be 

“terrifying”, he “is like a man but … not at all like one. … He is gentle and kind …   

[and] teaches you how to live properly” (pp. 111 and 61). The Christian separation of 

God and humanity is apparent because Mescalitero lives “outside” of human existence 

(p. 62). Confession is also included, for the narrator speaks of “falling on [his] knees 

and „confessing [his] sins‟” to Mescalitero, “the protector” (p. 73). As in Native 

American Church ritual, most of the narrator‟s hallucinogenic episodes are enacted at 

night. Reminiscent of Leary et al.‟s use of the guide, each new stage of the psychedelic 

process is specifically directed by don Juan in a didactic manner. There are many rules 

inside each ritual for the collection and ingestion of psychedelic drugs, such as the 

importance of picking datura on “All Souls‟ Day”
 
(p. 54).

186
 Finally, the influence of 

American thinking upon this relationship between Mescalitero and the landscape is 

revealed, for he “came out of the [peyote] plant” when the narrator sang to him
 
 (p. 

107). In turn, the narrator encompasses the entirety of the landscape, for he “was 

everywhere; [he] could see up and down and around, all at the same time” (p. 108 italics 

added). Thus, unlike the Yaqui disavowal of the worship of deities in nature, this 

Christianised spirit within the landscape is drawn upon in an act that fuses the narrator 

with that landscape.  

  Although the Native American Church was officially recognised in 1918 and 

granted legal rights to consume peyote, David P. McAllester claims that this particular 

religious use of the plant is historically linked with white colonisation.
187

 Research 

available to Castaneda at the time of publication concurs that the peyote cult had its 

beginnings in the deterritorialisation of Indian societies in the mid-1880s, especially 

from its perceived power to cure ills of both body and spirit, reactions to the “degraded 
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status” of the Native American.
188

 Slotkin argues that its popularity grew in response to 

the loss of nomadic American Indian lands during the mid-to-late nineteenth century.
189

 

In particular, McAllester writes that the cult signified 

the cessation of militant action by the Indians. In place of resistance a 

philosophy of peaceful conciliation and escape arose. … Peyotism stressed the 

professed attitudes of the conquering white man – meekness and righteous living 

– but retained … elements of aboriginal ritual behaviour.
190

 

 

Furthermore, modern research has shown that the most popular historical „Indian‟ 

moment evoked by the New Age, one also valorised by Huxley, is the period of 1860-

1890 which correlates to the inception of the peyote religion and Indian 

deterritorialisation.
191

 By representing the agrarian Mexican Yaqui as participants 

within the Native American Church with its history derived from nomadic American 

Indians, Castaneda has constructed this third world other through the colonial filter of 

American Christianity, indicating that this text follows the ideological precedents set by 

Huxley and Kerouac, and continued by Leary et al.
 
 

The freezing of this historical moment in Indian culture, Brian Klopotek claims, 

“has made indians particularly manipulable in national myths …. [by] link[ing] indians 

with … myths of nation-building”.
192

 Deloria agrees, but he considers that the use of 

Native American Indians by the New Age in the 1960s was intended to create 

opposition to “American military imperialism … [and] foreign policy”.
193

 He argues 

that the easy interchange between “„red‟ Indians” and “„red‟ Vietcong” was to “move 

… identities away from Americanness … and offer a political critique”, and so Indian 

figures such as Sitting Bull, Red Cloud and Geronimo were commonly appropriated by 

the counterculture.
194

 The crux of Deloria‟s argument is that the New Age utilised 

Indianness to make a countercultural argument. However, this appropriation can be 

viewed as sub-cultural, rather than countercultural. Sitting Bull and Red Cloud belonged 

to Lakota tribes, and thus were Plains Indians.
195

 Geronimo was a spiritual leader of the 
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Apache of the Southwest.
196

 Both the Lakota and the Apache were hunting tribes, and 

all three men waged war on the American Army. Yet, despite major wins, the three lost 

their battle to save their lands and were eventually subjected to white rule, or 

assassination in the case of Sitting Bull. What can be determined is that the doubling 

effect of Indianness that Deloria speaks of indicates Indian figures and tribes might be 

employed to signal either colonial or post-colonial discourses.
197

 Of significance then, 

in terms of popular understandings, is that the military actions of these Native American 

men relate specifically to the period of Indian deterritorialisation, and hence ultimately 

to the military success of white America.  

And so, while it could be argued these figures provided symbolism for the anti-

war movement during the late sixties, (and for environmental groups in the 1970s and 

beyond), their tribal cultures have not been appropriated in influential literary texts by 

the New Age. One possible reason for the lack of Lakota and Apache tribal 

representation (as opposed to individual representation) by the New Age of the period is 

their historical disavowal of psychedelics. Similarly, the American Yaqui, known for 

their Easter celebration which had become a “national tourist attraction” in Tucson since 

the 1950s, stands in contrast to the Mexican Yaqui about which little was popularly 

known.
198

 These factors indicate that psychedelic discourse manipulated Indianness in 

constructions that varied from the counterculturalists‟. As discussed in the Introduction, 

it is important to distinguish between the various social factions of the 1960s, such as 

feminism, Black Power, the anti-war movement and the psychedelic movement, and the 

way in which these groups deployed aspects of Native American and third world 

cultures. Finally, the lack of psychedelic and white countercultural support for Red 

Power indicates the disinterest of both these white movements in Native American 

Indian advocacy. The New Age movement was not part of American Indian activism, 

and the accompanying misrepresentation(s) of Native American cultures belies any New 

Age claim to oppose dominant cultural values. 

 Around this time, political rhetoric that once glorified Manifest Destiny ideology 

began to express the failure of this philosophy in ways that still manipulated Indian 

peoples through what Deloria calls value and distance. For instance, despite the 

articulated aims of the Great Society, Johnson refused to address the issue of Native 

American history in his 1965 State of the Union Address. In a version of the past where 
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the complete subjugation of Native American Indians by white settlers had occurred and 

white domination remained the narrative that is nationally remembered, Johnson 

omitted Native Indians from his vision of American history which encapsulated the 

whiteness of national beliefs: 

[America] was once barren land.  … But men came and they worked and they 

endured and they built. … There was a dream - a dream of a place where a free 

man could build for himself, and raise his children to a better life - a dream of a 

continent to be conquered, a world to be won, a nation to be made.
199

    

 

However, by 1968, this presidential valorisation of Manifest Destiny was displaced by 

Johnson‟s confession that “the problems [America is] dealing with are stubborn, 

entrenched, and slow to yield”.
200

 The nation required a solution.    

Since the advent of the Cold War, the imagined Indian has appeared in two 

influential New Age texts marked by two key political periods; that of the Korean War 

and The Doors of Perception, and that of the Vietnam War and The Teachings of Don 

Juan. However, in both wars, Manifest Destiny ideology failed to make lasting 

transformations in either nation, despite the execution of the Monroe Doctrine. More 

importantly, the sustained media focus upon the Monroe Doctrine as a war discourse 

eventually came to displace the peaceful democratic outcomes of Manifest Destiny 

philosophy, a political conclusion which is supported by the national belief that 

American wars must be short-lived and successful.
201

 In turn, the invented Indian was 

increasingly popular during these failing American military interventions against 

Communism across the wider spectrum of American culture, mirroring a similar 

political investment in such representations.
202

 The figure of the Indian was culturally 

employed to deflect attention from the widening gap that was occurring between 

national philosophy and the political reality in both eras. Thus its major function was to 

secure and sustain the longevity of white American nationalism during periods of 

political, military and cultural vulnerability.    
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There is further evidence that Castaneda‟s don Juan functions in this capacity. 

One important historical ceremony of the Mexican Yaqui was the “ritual of the military 

society”, which paid homage to the Virgin of Guadalupe, who protected the tribe and 

Christian missionaries during periods of war.
203

 Similarly, knowledge and spirituality in 

The Teachings of Don Juan are expressed through battle discourse, and are structured 

through the rhetorical modes of white nationalism. Don Juan protects the narrator by 

insisting he cultivate an “ally” against “natural enemies” and stay in “fighting form”, 

and so the narrator is equipped with a “war cry” and a dance against an “attacker”
 
(pp. 

33, 57 and 132). In asking about the “enemies of a man of knowledge”, the narrator is 

told that “[e]very step of learning is a new task, and the fear the man is experiencing 

begins to mount mercilessly, unyieldingly. His purpose becomes a battlefield” (p. 57). 

Don Juan subsequently argues that this fear is overcome by taking the “next step in 

learning, and the next, and the next” (p. 58). In fact, don Juan claims that a “man is 

defeated only when he no longer tries, and abandons himself”, and so the narrator 

experiences “learning [as] a process of unending quest” (pp. 59 and 145). There is an 

open-endness in the construction of this man of knowledge who must continually 

overcome obstacles to his knowledge.  

Robert C. Gordon is another academic who, like Goldschmidt, endorses the 

writings of Castaneda, and he locates these within the history of American literature 

descending from Thoreau and Whitman.
204

 He identifies Castaneda‟s works as both 

American by their associations within American literary tradition, yet (seemingly) 

universal, particularly in relation to his discussion of the textual use of battle rhetoric.
 

He writes: 

Warriors trust earthly experiences as the medium of their transformation, 

perceiving all of life as a spiritual process of mystic evolution guiding them to 

… the liberation into the totality of oneself.
205

  

 

However, such a passage (indicative of the text itself) also signals Gordon‟s 

unexamined commitment to American ideals by his inclusion of nationalism‟s rhetorical 

devices and ideology as the basis of his own writings. For example, he equates 

Castaneda‟s discourse with Asian Tantra, creating by fusion what he calls “a New 

World Tantric archetype of spiritual heroism”, yet he does not provide a racial 
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examination.
206

 Gordon does not acknowledge the influence of white American culture 

on his perspective, a theoretical position that seems common to research which supports 

Castaneda as a writer and anthropologist.
207

 Speaking of the modern peyote cult itself, 

Slotkin stated in 1956, “The religion is nationalistic. It is a religion for all Indians”.
 208

 

Fifty years later, it is apparent that recent research like Gordon‟s shows it was (and still 

is) a form of nationalism, however, one of a different kind than Slotkin‟s words 

indicated at the time.   

As is being argued here, the New Age appropriation of Indianness in The 

Teachings of Don Juan supports the realisation of Manifest Destiny beliefs through 

white possession of the imagined third world Indian in the American landscape. It 

therefore does not subvert this political ideology. Laura Donaldson‟s explanation of 

Indian appropriations as processes which “not only flatten diversity, but also irrationally 

defy logic as well as empirical evidence”, can be applied to both the text and 

presidential discourse.
209

 And so, despite difference in the representative distance and 

value accorded to the imagined Indian, Castaneda‟s (mis)use of the Mexican Yaqui and 

Johnson‟s omissions of Native Americans occur through the filters of Manifest Destiny 

ideology and the Monroe Doctrine. The Teachings of Don Juan and presidential 

discourse therefore represent shared features of white nationalism.  

  

The master’s apprentice  

  Castaneda‟s construction of the New Age guide, in this case don Juan, 

transforms the “academic monks” consolidated by Leary et al. into a wise agrarian 

Indian man who speaks from (supposed) traditional ways of knowing.
210

 This is a new 

site in which the othered voice is no longer silenced by white Americans. While the 

narrator is not Yaqui, the separation of the anthropological discourse from the narrative 

gives the impression that there is an othered voice speaking, and that this voice is to be 

separated from academic perspectives. To encourage this reading, a range of fictional 

devices are employed like the first-person narrator and the chronological diary entries in 

an attempt to persuade the reader to identify with the characters. The anthropological 

content, on the other hand, is formalised in the style of a report, and thus is less inviting. 
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This textual structure signifies control over the language of the racial other by creating 

what Donaldson calls a “fetishized space [which] permits … mastery over aboriginal 

[culture] while seeming to value and affirm” it.
211

 This construction therefore allows for 

white scientific possession of the third world Indian inside the United States itself, 

suggesting that Kerouac‟s Mexican „Eden‟ can be adapted to the domestic setting.  

In writing on Castaneda‟s works, Kenneth Minogue states that the guide is one 

who “requires of his followers … total submission not [only] to knowledge, but to a 

Way or Path”.
212

 However, it is the narrator who justifies through academic discourse 

the position of the guide, indicating that the American intellectual is the preferred 

interpreter of othered knowledge. This narrator delineates the role of the guide as 

“preparing the background, … recapitulat[ing] each experience,  … cuing about the 

environment, and … behaviour, … attaching importance to certain appropriate areas of 

[the] account and … denying all other aspects” (pp. 164, 166 and 168). Importantly don 

Juan‟s guide is none other than Mescalitero himself, his Christianised “„benefactor‟” 

who taught him all he knows (p. 2). The function of the apprentice then is to validate the 

teachings. Like Leary et al., the apprentice “could either fail in his efforts, or he could 

succeed” (p. 174).
213

 And so, the narrator states that the apprentice was required to 

“accept the totality” of don Juan‟s interpretations of the visions in order for the 

experience to “become a meaningful concept” (p. 173). Yet, the narrator‟s ability to 

encounter Mescalitero “twice”, when it is a rarity to see him once during one of these 

spiritual experiences, positions the narrator as more „Indian‟ than the Indian. Thus, 

Castaneda creates what David Anthony Tyeeme Clark and Joane Nagel describe as 

“copies … better than the originals”, similar to the way in which Leary et al. replace 

Tibetan lamas.
214

 This is another significant point, because as Minogue points out, “The 

move from „knowledge‟ to „ways of knowledge‟ is a move from theory to practice”.
215

 

As was the case with Kerouac, it is the apprentice, the narrator, who functions in this 

capacity by progressing from an alienated self into this new Adam by appropriating the 

ways of another old Adam, don Juan. This construction allows the narrator to signify 

and to deny any aspect of the experience to the reader, and thus the narrator is 
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ultimately both guide and apprentice, displacing any authority that may (or may not) 

belong to don Juan within the imaginary space of the text.  

 In light of the above misrepresentations of Indian cultures, more troubling is the 

propensity of New Age texts to support white American political mythology through the 

erasure of actual histories of Indian peoples. Paul C. Johnson claims that shamans today 

are indispensable in the transmission of Indian culture in their ability to connect 

younger members with their cultural heritage.
216

 However, according to Johnson, the 

dislocation of shamans from their distinctive and varied cultural roots occurs through 

“universalisation”, such as that employed in The Teachings of Don Juan.
217

 Like 

Huxley, Kerouac and Leary et al., Castaneda continues the decontextualisation of this 

agrarian other until only those factors which are considered universal and timeless 

remain. In this process, shamanism becomes “malleable to individual needs”.
218

 As a 

result, the technique offered can be practised by all, even the narrator, despite not 

finishing his apprenticeship. This representation of shamanism as mere “technique” 

creates further symbolic and cultural violence on Indian cultures by producing in its 

wake, the „neo-shaman‟ of the New Age.
219

 Thus Castaneda‟s text set a precedent for 

subsequent New Age Indian representations to distort factual evidence, some of which, 

according to Willard Johnson, has even “proven fraudulent”.
220

  

 Furthermore, Willard Johnson writes that critics, for example, Amanda 

Potterfield, see the New Age appropriation of Native American spirituality as “the 

transformation of American culture in terms of Indian values”.
221

 However, perspectives 

such as Potterfield‟s refuse to examine the powerlessness of the Native American 

political culture, (and therefore its inability to transform white culture), as well as the 

distortion that occurs within Indian representations by non-Native Americans.
 

Moreover, in direct opposition to the significance given to the role of the guide by 

Castaneda, actual Indian philosophy considers “real spiritual authority comes not so 
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much from tutelage as from spiritual experience itself”.
222

 Thus in New Age writings, 

the imagined Indian (and other agrarian) guides are, according to Deloria,    

 valued … not for their spiritual experience but for their compiling of cultural 

 knowledge - texts that could be purchased, interpreted, mastered and 

 materialized. … Indianness - even when imagined as something essential - could 

 be captured and marketed as a text, largely divorced from Indian oversight and 

 questions of authorship.
223

  

 

This is a significant point because, as Lisa Aldred points out, Native American “texts 

and products … [form] one of the most popular and profitable sectors of New Age 

commercialism”.
224

 Aldred‟s discussion also supports the overall argument here. Her 

research found New Age participants of Native spirituality “tend to rely on the old 

Puritanical standby that „good intentions‟ and „charitable acts‟ somehow absolve 

someone from the political implications of their actions for an oppressed group”.
225

  

By contrast, Native American Indian texts that focus upon contemporary social 

issues such as the forced taking of Indian children, the subject of Yvette Melanson‟s 

Looking for Lost Bird: A Jewish Woman Discovers her Navajo Roots (1999), or 

alcoholism and the ramifications of white and Indian patriarchy, like Mary Crow Dog‟s 

Lakota Woman (1990), fail to create an impact on New Age discourse. Although Lakota 

Woman won the American Book Award, the success of this text has not made inroads 

into the on-going misrepresentation of Native American Indians within New Age 

literature. Furthermore, texts such as these which focus upon Indian civil rights are sold 

on Indian reservations, like that of the Navajo in Arizona. However, while many New 

Age adherents travelled to Arizona looking for both the „guide‟ and the practice, in turn 

materialising white American participation within this environment, Deloria claims they 

seldom seek out tribes such as the Lakota or the Cheyenne peoples.
226

 It seems pertinent 

then to end this section in the words of a Native American, Leonard Peltier of the 

Lakota: “When you grow up Indian, you quickly learn that the so-called American 

Dream isn‟t for you. For you that dream‟s a nightmare”.
227

 Little wonder that New Age 

writings offered liberty and salvation from the invented Indian.   

 

**** 
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A psychic reading  

 The Democrat presidencies in the 1960s were influential in facilitating the 

emergence of the psychedelic movement in two significant ways. Firstly, a political 

reconstruction in the racial nexus of the Communist threat occurred, and secondly, 

science and knowledge were prioritised as the means by which to contain this threat.  

The enduring focus upon Chinese Communism redirected American interest towards 

participation in the growing conflicts in Southeast Asia. Like their political 

counterparts, the New Age writers discussed here sought to reconcile the continued 

presence of potential nuclear war with the political and cultural expansion of liberty and 

salvation. Initially against the Soviets, and then the Chinese, the valorisation of science 

and technology which urged the pursuit of knowledge, the use of drugs, and journeys 

into uncharted territories as Cold War strategies set the framework for the psychedelic 

movement and texts such as The Psychedelic Experience to develop. By the late sixties, 

writings like The Teachings of Don Juan attempted to sustain Manifest Destiny 

philosophy and the Monroe Doctrine during the peak of the Vietnam War through the 

white cultural appropriation of the invented Mexican and American Indian. Perhaps the 

most significant role national politics played was in heightening public perceptions of 

international Communist threats to the American people. As such, white American 

participation within these literary landscapes became increasingly codified. 

The popular reception of the transmission of knowledge from scientific writers 

like Leary et al. to their “initiates”, and from shaman don Juan to his “apprentice” 

Carlos, consolidated the two main literary structures employed in this genre, where 

narrators may speak directly to readers (popularised by Huxley), or may be approached 

through characterisation (like that of Kerouac). Accordingly, the 1950s New Age 

themes of liberty and salvation enacted through the possession of the agrarian racial 

other continued to be variously expressed through discourses of science, knowledge and 

war. The continuity suggests that the psychedelic movement was fundamentally 

compatible with the political ideology of the government of the time, and so had only 

the appearance of resistance. Yet, the continuing evolution of the New Age movement 

would soon be influenced by the direction charted by the next leader of the United 

States. As the war failed to abate, the nation demanded a new beginning, a re-telling of 

its proper destiny, and so the search for a new President, a new guide to bring peace, 

began.
 
    

 

****  
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Chapter Three 
 

 

Pilgrims of Peace   
 

 

 
[L]et it not be recorded that we lack the moral and spiritual idealism which made us the hope of the world 

at the time of our birth. The demands of us in 1976 are even greater than in 1776.
1
 
   
 

  

 

You will notice that as you come to meet more and more pilgrims you will find that they are attached to 

the particular method they are pursuing at the moment.
2
  

 

 

 

A revolution in the making     

 Psychedelia began to wane as the thematic focus of New Age writings towards 

the end of the sixties, surpassed by the literary appropriation of sub-continental Indian 

spirituality.
 
New Age texts in the 1970s were noticeably marked by a disavowal of 

drug-taking in the pursuit of liberty and salvation. The renunciation of psychedelics is 

most striking given the textual endorsement of drug use during the sixties. New hippie 

mentors came to the fore, including J. Krishnamurti and Ram Dass (transformed from 

his previous identity of Richard Alpert), whose writings upheld the notion that 

enlightenment could be attained through drug-free means such as dialogue and 

meditation. In reworking the representations and practices endorsed by Leary et al. and 

Castaneda, Krishnamurti and Ram Dass offered a new approach for the spiritual 

fortification of their readers, one that encouraged the imagining of a new landscape, 

India. That these two men, an Indian who seemingly did not endorse American ideals, 

and an American who supposedly embodied Indian spirituality, could influence New 

Age discourse during this decade indicates the extent to which their writings found an 

emphatic reception with American readers, so much so that many adherents left the 

United States to participate in this spirituality more fully by living in India itself.  

The Vietnam War and social unrest continued into the early 1970s and so 

political attempts to consolidate the nation required a rethinking of the way in which 

Manifest Destiny and the Monroe Doctrine might be employed to restore faith in 

American ideals. It will be argued that Richard Nixon reconceptualised national 

philosophy by offering images of new “beginning[s]”, which combined the invocation 
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of the Pilgrim Fathers with the Declaration of Independence, two images which could 

represent the „birth‟ of the Nation.
3
 Changes in the international Communist order also 

meant the emergence of a newly identifiable nation at risk, India, particularly after the 

India-Pakistan War. As a result, the figure of the racial other that cultural expressions of 

American post-war nationalism depended upon could be transposed to the sub-

continent. Thus, despite the actual racial identities of the two New Age writers in 

question, it will be argued that both texts to be examined here offer a vision of the 

American pilgrim of peace and liberty, a representation also deployed by the Nixon 

administration. The first, The Krishnamurti Reader introduces the reader to a hybrid of 

American-Indian discourse, particularly within the American context. However, by 

1971, the second, Be Here Now, claims that a New Age transformation of the self has 

been achieved within the Indian landscape. The inclusion of artwork that accompanies 

the writings of Ram Dass represents a significant development in New Age literature. 

This text not only argues that transformation is possible, but also offers artistic proof 

that it has already occurred.  

 

**** 

 

Political pilgrims  

 The election of Richard Milhous Nixon as president in 1968 was evidence that 

America was becoming increasingly conservative in reaction to the divisive politics of 

the New Left and the traditional Democrats. Gareth Davies writes:  

 In the summer of 1967, disaffection with the Johnson administration‟s 

 handling of domestic and foreign policy reached a peak among both liberals 

 and conservatives, contributing to a profound crisis of national direction which 

 substantially weakened liberal attachments to traditional conceptions of 

 mutual obligation and hastened the search for a New Politics.
4
 

 

The seeming collapse of American society represented in the widely-disseminated 

images of street violence, Robert John Greene claims, convinced Nixon to present 

himself as “calm and thoughtful, the perfect man to deal with chaos”.
5
 Some critics 

argue, nonetheless, that after the much-publicised failure of American imaginings and 

action in both the Vietnam War and the Great Society at home, Nixon did not develop 
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themes inherent in national philosophy as the dominant imagery of his administration. 

For instance, Mattias Blom writes that Nixon moved away from the mythology 

employed by Kennedy and Johnson “by not identifying himself with the West 

particularly in either campaign or policy”.
6
 Other scholars claim that Nixon had little 

interest in domestic affairs, preferring to concentrate upon the “„power politics‟” of 

foreign policy.
7
 Yet, as with all presidents, Nixon‟s political imagery was specifically 

designed for domestic application.  

Nixon‟s rhetorical strategies can be understood in relation to an earlier era of 

nationalism before the consolidation of Manifest Destiny ideology. In his Presidential 

Nomination Acceptance Speech, Nixon highlighted the outcome of the War of 

Independence by drawing attention to the “200
th

 birthday” of the Declaration of 

Independence eight years in advance of its commemoration.
8
 In the national 

imagination, this era signified the ultimate moment of international political success and 

peace, and national unity in American history. He called his plan “my new American 

revolution,” and he told voters:  

My friends, we live in an age of revolution in America and in the world. And to 

find the answers to our problems, let us turn to a revolution, a revolution that 

will never grow old. The world's greatest continuing revolution, the American 

Revolution.
9
 

 

His inauguration in 1969 marked, Nixon stated, another of these “moment[s]”.
10

 

At the heart of the cultural symbolism of the Declaration of Independence lies 

the figure of the pilgrim whose historical determination culminated in winning the war 

against Britain. Concerning the pilgrims, Richard Ruland and Malcolm Bradbury write 

that their “transcendental and providential vision, their faith in an escape from a dead 

Old World to a redemptive New one – their „exceptionalist‟ belief in the powerful 

recovery of history – lingers yet in American culture”.
11

 Significantly, images of the 

pilgrim and their relation to independence denote a shift away from those images of 

war, one that Nixon exploited: 

We have heard a great deal of overblown rhetoric during the sixties in which the 

word „war‟ has perhaps too often been used. … Let us take as our goal: where 
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peace is unknown, make it welcome; where peace is fragile, make it strong; 

where peace is temporary, make it permanent.
12

 

 

A brief summary of the pilgrim figure in American history and the national imagination 

offers a way of further understanding its significance in this political context.  

Historically, the pilgrim has been culturally represented, according to Scott 

Atkins, as “either a stern but strong figure of religious freedom and peaceful 

coexistence, or a stark, superstitious, grim-faced symbol of oppression and fatalism”.
13

 

That this figure can be fashioned into conceptions of the pilgrim or the Puritan indicates 

the flexibility of this image within American culture. Often, too, the pilgrim is delivered 

through the filter of Puritanism in popular culture and in institutions, for instance, the 

iconography and artwork in the Rotunda of the Capitol.
14

 The fluidity of these two 

dominant aspects of the figure also suggests its influence upon the jeremiads and the 

ensuing ideologies of Manifest Destiny and the Monroe Doctrine, as a figure that might 

embody optimism and lament, celebration and foreboding, liberty and containment.  

As a political resource, this figure can be manipulated in ways that foreground 

or displace some of its various characteristics. Significantly, stark images of the Puritan 

had largely been avoided since the era of McCarthyism.
15

 Atkins argues in relation to 

the postwar period:  

For the purpose of remembering early New England as an important source of 

American tradition and American identity, the Pilgrims now seem[ed] to suffice. 

… Indeed, the first of their reasons for sailing to America is fairly passive - they 

want to „draw‟ others by the example of their prosperity, not necessarily go 

conquer and actively convert. Such an idea reflects [how] … the New World 

would become a beacon of religious light, a model of spiritual promise.
16

 

 

Nixon offered a similar perspective, claiming that “on its 200th birthday America will 

be as young and as vital as when it began, and as bright a beacon of hope for all the 
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world”.
17

 As the founding fathers had done, Nixon argued that America could “trust 

people to govern themselves … and choose their own destiny”.
18

 In promoting his new 

agenda, Nixon argued for less federal intervention, smaller government and increased 

individual responsibility.
19

 Interestingly, despite his earlier conclusion, Blom concedes 

that Nixon‟s appeal to reduce the role of the federal government was one historically 

associated with the ideology of the frontier.
20

 A reduction in the role of government is 

historically derived from the Pilgrim Fathers and the Declaration of Independence. For 

example, Atkins writes that in the national imagination “the Revolution and the 

increased democratization of the United States [are viewed] as some necessary 

fulfillment of the Pilgrim promise”.
21

 In this light, Nixon‟s use of pilgrim ideology can 

be seen as integral to his political vision.
22

 As Ruland and Bradbury claim, the first of 

these historical moments, that of the pilgrims, evokes the original spiritual nature of the 

American mission while the second, that of Independence, suggests ideas of citizenship 

and the role of government.
23

 In Nixon‟s construction of the American self, the mapping 

of the “new Adam” also continued. For the pilgrims and the Puritans alike, “religious 

agency … was … located in intense introspection, in the attempt to come to an 

awareness of one's own spiritual state. … [T]he world, history, everything … became a 

text to be interpreted”.
24

 In his Inaugural Address, Nixon draws upon this tradition, 

representing the self as a text to be read: “To a crisis of the spirit, we need an answer of 

the spirit. To find that answer, we need only look within ourselves”.
25

  

Nixon‟s “new American revolution” was to have a significant effect upon the 

way in which social and political turmoil was perceived by American society. He 
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implemented a plan, later called the “Southern strategy,” to win swinging voters in the 

south and southwest, an area known as the Sunbelt, which stretched from Florida to 

southern California.
26

 This strategy was premised upon the popular decline of liberalism 

which was now associated, according to Davies, with “welfarism, antiwar protest, racial 

preference, and the rights of criminals”.
27

 Nixon premised his success in targeting the 

voter who was “„middle-income, middle-aged, middle-educated, and white,‟” the 

“„Silent Majority‟” as he called them.
28

 They were, he said, “the great majority of 

Americans, the forgotten Americans - the non-shouters; the non-demonstrators”.
29

 He 

positioned social issues like crime, drugs, black militancy, and the antiwar movement as 

disrupting the peace in ways that aligned with the increasingly conservative views of the 

middle class in the Sunbelt regions.
30

 He argued that “[f]or the past five years we have 

been deluged by government programs for the unemployed; programs for the cities; 

programs for the poor. And we have reaped from these programs an ugly harvest of 

frustration, violence and failure across the land”.
31

 And in response, he categorically 

stated, “we turn to the American Revolution for our answer”.
32

 

Nixon‟s appeal to voters in the Sunbelt served a rhetorical and practical purpose 

since this region had been most closely associated with the history of fervent American 

religious thinking.
 
It is important that the religious dimensions and implications of his 

strategy be examined. Research by Brian Steensland et al. on “the two dominant 

religious traditions” of mainline Protestantism (and its cultural associations with the 

north), and evangelicalism (with its symbolic connections to the south), and Mark D. 

Regnerus and Christian Smith‟s study on levels of American support for religion in the 

public sphere help to explain the argument here.
33

 Steensland et al. write that mainline 

Protestantism had an “accommodating stance toward modernity, a proactive view on 

issues of social and economic justice, and pluralism”, while evangelicalism “typically 
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sought more separation from the broader culture, emphasized missionary activity and 

individual conversion, and taught strict adherence to particular religious doctrines”.
34

 

Thus, as Regnerus and Smith write, during the sixties, mainline Protestantism 

made its public presence felt during the Vietnam conflict and the civil-rights 

movement. The black [mainline Protestant] church, largely marginalized from 

public power up to that point, spearheaded the latter. Evangelicalism and 

fundamental Protestantism … were largely silent.
35

 

 

However, the seventies saw a reversal of these religious trends. In an attempt to displace 

racial tensions, deflect attention away from minority rights, and subdue violent 

responses to the Vietnam War, Nixon‟s appeal to the south to allow “the real voice of 

America … [to] broadcast to America and to the world” seems to have been a prudent 

and successful political choice.
36

 As Regnerus and Smith also note:  

[I]n response to the unsettling period facing conservative Protestantism after the 

1960s, new (and reversed) religious responses developed for engagement with a 

public sphere deemed hostile to their values.
37

 

 

Evangelicals disavowed the intervention of government into the private life of the 

individual, and thus opposed programmes like the Great Society.
38

 An additional factor 

which might have encouraged the political choice of the south is that educated 

evangelicals scored significantly higher (78.1%) in support for the public role of 

religion than did other Protestant factions, for instance, educated liberals (23.1%).
39

 In 

continuing, Regnerus and Smith argue that “[i]dentifying oneself as a charismatic or 

with a charismatic movement significantly predicts support for religion as a public 

matter”.
40

 Thus, a political identification with the south encouraged perceptions of 

Nixon as a dynamic leader who had missionary prospects for peace and a large base of 

communal support. It allowed for conservative intellectual inferences to be drawn in a 

binary against the liberal intellectualism of the Kennedy and Johnson presidencies.  

Nixon‟s interpretation of national philosophy based upon southern expectations 

was therefore one that denied the historical north-east dominance of US politics. 

Despite its burgeoning industries in space technology and defense contracts, the south 

was symbolically linked to a return to “the rural culture of the past,”
 
one that tied into 

notions of the pilgrim, rather than the Puritan, an image particularly expressed in 
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country music that surged in popularity during this decade.
41

 Most importantly, the 

south became representative of the wider association of the landscape with destiny, 

marking a period when various social groups, including New Age groups, made claims 

on American land in what Bruce Schulman calls a “back-to-the-land movement”.
42

 

Pilgrim ideology remained an influence, particularly in relation to the revolutionary 

times that Nixon referred the nation to, when the rural was historically constructed as 

“an ideal classical polity … there to administer … the heroic pastoral of the New 

World”.
43

   

Perhaps more importantly, Nixon‟s agenda, which constructed American culture 

in a binary between the turmoil emanating from white modern intellectual liberalism 

and the peace to be derivable from the simple American life on the land, effectively, as 

Michael Novak writes, “[froze] out the other major cultures” and cultural movements 

like Black nationalism and feminism.
44

 Nixon‟s rhetoric sought to displace the issue of 

minority rights from political discourse. However, by arguing for an increased 

responsibility and a re-defined liberty for the individual, “„a new feeling of self-

discipline‟” as Nixon called it, his agenda set a political framework in which the politics 

of identity might develop.
45

 This perspective is particularly noticeable in Nixon‟s 

reworking of Kennedy‟s famous speech:  “In our own lives, let each of us ask – not just 

what will government do for me, but what can I do for myself?”
46

 Aligning with the 

political ideal of the reduction of governmental influence, countercultural contestations 

against dominant forms of national identity increasingly became associated with sub-

cultural or ethnic identities, for instance, the Grey Panthers (against ageism) and the 

Native American and Chicano movements. Nixon‟s rhetoric, which offered a 

retrospective vision, was employed by various groups to “emphasize [their] distinctive 

heritage[s]”.
47

 In rejecting the older assimilationist model of Johnson‟s era, the 

personalisation of the political meant ideas of difference began to be expressed in 

cultural dress, language and the arts.
48

 Consequently, this movement back to the land 

was individualised by the focus upon the personal, evidenced, for instance, in the Native 
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American land claims at Alcatraz, the surge in retirement villages, and environmental 

and New Age communes. Yet, these groups conducted this move back to the rural in 

decidedly American terms, for, as Schulman writes, “[t]hey looked back – but almost 

exclusively at themselves”.
49

 

Another of the ways in which Nixon‟s domestic agenda materialised was 

through constructions of criminality and drug technology that worked to disassociate 

contemporary America from radical practices of technology and knowledge. Deciding 

to employ the term „war‟ in relation to drugs and crime, in his 1970 State of the Union 

Address Nixon linked these matters back to failing Democratic policy. He argued 

America must “win the war against the criminal elements”, while the national horror 

evoked by the Charles Manson LSD-inspired cult-murders earlier in 1969 consolidated 

public support for his tough approach, particularly in regard to drug crimes.
50

 Users, 

now classed as “criminals or [mental health] patients,” were considered by the 

administration to have “with[drawn] from dominant normative forms of living”.
51

 

According to W. David Watts, the media were also instrumental in disputing 

connections between religious experiences and psychedelia by creating public 

awareness of both the new drug legislation and the dangers of psychedelics in regard to 

psychotic reactions and suspected chromosome damage.
52

 Thus former political links 

between drug use and espionage of the 1950s and 1960s were superseded by the new 

positioning of such drugs as the antithesis of American culture. Nixon expressed this 

idea by publicly denouncing Leary as “the most dangerous man in America”.
53

 Yet 

Nixon also attempted to harness the increasing power of youth to reform America by 

openly stating he “believe[d] in them”.
54

 He claimed that “millions of frustrated young 

Americans today are crying out – asking not what will the government do for me, but 

what can I do, how can I contribute, how can I matter?”
55

 Recasting them as integral to 
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the peace process, Nixon then amended the draft by creating the lottery system, shorter 

tours of duty, and eventually moved towards the inception of “an all-volunteer army”.
56

  

Nixon‟s approach significantly changed the nature of presidential politics, for 

new societal fault-lines were forming between the north and the south, with political, 

religious and cultural divisions not seen since the American civil war a century before.
57

 

Through the Southern strategy, Nixon offered a new conception of citizenry that grew in 

popularity. As the south rose in political prominence, discourses of fortification became 

increasingly popular in politics, mass culture, evangelical Christianity, and, as will be 

established, the New Age movement.
 
 That Nixon‟s vision for the American mission 

had significant influence over the direction of the New Age will become evident in the 

shift from the New Age literary emphasis upon knowledge to that of spiritual peace. 

Claiming that “[w]e have found ourselves rich in goods, but ragged in spirit; reaching 

with magnificent precision for the moon, but falling into raucous discord on earth”, 

Nixon sought to resituate nationalism in the cultural imagination.
58

 

 

Political pilgrimages 

Nixon‟s application of the American political-religious tradition is also evident 

in his approach to foreign policy. As will be discussed below, the traditional Cold War 

enemies of the state, China and the Soviet Union, were increasingly represented as 

major partners in the global community, while the rhetoric of war was reserved perhaps 

for an enemy of a longer historical period: Democratic philosophy. America‟s 

unsuccessful involvement in the Vietnam War led Nixon to have “doubts about using 

anticommunism as the basis for the country‟s foreign policy”.
59

 The political and 

cultural criticisms that marked American reactions to the Vietnam War, Gabriel Kolko 

explains, had “shattered the postwar domestic political consensus on foreign policy”.
60

 

Furthermore, increasing third world nationalism had wrought changes to the Communist 

bloc with new Communist regimes emerging and evolving.
61

 With the destruction of the 

monolithic image attributed to Communism in previous decades, intense political debate 

followed as to the most appropriate means to defend and liberate the „free world‟.
 
 

To garner and consolidate support, Nixon implemented a dual strategy of 

détente and devolution in foreign affairs. The first, a course of “détente” or the 
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“relaxation of tensions” was pursued as the alternative to the “traditional American 

justifications … in foreign affairs”.
62

 Through détente, the United States was to displace 

its former emphasis upon endeavours to “democratize adversaries” in the international 

community, a national ideal that resonated with Manifest Destiny ideology and its 

failure in Vietnam.
63

 What is interesting about Nixon‟s use of American history is that 

he constructed the Vietnam War and the new era of „peace‟ through public imaginings 

of the Old World and New World. For example, he claimed:  

After a period of confrontation, we are entering an era of negotiation. … We 

seek an open world - open to ideas, open to the exchange of goods and people - 

a world in which no people, great or small, will live in angry isolation.
64

  

 

Such a re-positioning required the rhetorical displacement of the Monroe Doctrine,    

subsequently achieved by Nixon‟s refusal to employ Cold War binaries of the “„good‟ 

side and the „bad‟ side … isolationism or intervention … [and] diplomacy or force”.
65

 

By contrast, he maintained that all political systems should be respected, and that 

nations were to develop and focus upon their “shared interests”.
66

  

These particular political images constructed Nixon as a “peacemaker” to the 

American public, an important aspect drawn from America‟s pilgrim history in which 

the establishment of a new political-cultural context beyond the scope of war, 

persecution and social turmoil was the primary goal.
67

 In support of this aim, Nixon 

avoided overt discussions of the Vietnam war, preferring instead to emphasise notions 

of “win[ning] … a just peace”.
68

 Similarly, as Tom Wicker claims, “Nixon never 

advocated the use of nuclear weapons”.
69

 His innovation in presidential discourse was 

supported by the “„shuttle diplomacy‟” and the various summits Henry Kissinger 

participated in, for instance, the initiation of the SALT (Strategic Arms Limitation 

Treaty) with the Soviet Union in 1970 and the role Kissinger played in the aftermath of 

the Six-Day War in the Middle East.
70

 The most significant political development was, 

however, the president‟s much-publicised trip to China in 1972, which stood as the 

ultimate symbolic manifestation of Nixon as the bearer of peace. The American media 

and the public agreed, applauding the move with live televised coverage and 
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overwhelming political and cultural support.
71

 With the decreased media attention to the 

continued realities of Vietnam, and the increased interest in détente with the Soviets and 

the breakthrough in political relations with China, Time magazine acclaimed Nixon and 

Kissinger as “Men of the Year”.
72

 The image of the political pilgrimage was undeniably 

a success.   

The second major thrust of Nixon‟s foreign policy was “„Devolution‟”, known 

as the Nixon Doctrine, in which American military involvement would decrease as 

other nations took a greater role in their own defence.
73

 Michael Schaller et al. note the 

emphasis placed upon self-responsibility in this doctrine which determined that 

subsequent American intervention would occur only in situations when nations under 

Communist threat “would assume the primary [military] responsibility”.
74

 This was 

another shrewd political adaptation of American political traditions, for „devolution‟ 

was a term that seemingly contained and diffused criticisms of the Monroe Doctrine. As 

a result, images of détente and devolution articulated by Nixon were juxtaposed against 

those of war and escalation expressed by the previous presidencies of Kennedy and 

Johnson, allowing Nixon to maintain the commitment of the United States to end the 

Cold War, albeit by new rhetorical means.  

  However, the new approaches of détente and devolution were not formulated 

from the liberal perspective of “other nations as equals”, for these strategies were 

devised to take advantage of Sino-Soviet tensions, and the increasing domestic Chinese 

opposition to Mao‟s politics.
75

 For instance, in pragmatic terms, relations with the 

Soviet Union now involved “linkage”, a process whereby the Soviets could 

economically gain through “self-containment”.
76

 And so despite Nixon‟s hawkish 

militancy, particularly in relation to the later exposure of his secret operations in 

Cambodia and Laos, and Watergate, his rhetoric in domestic and foreign policies 

articulated themes drawn from cultural remembrances of the Pilgrim Fathers journeying 

in the name of spiritual peace and political liberty.    
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In turn, it will be argued, the New Age movement replicated this particular 

interpretation of American nationalism through images of the Indian guru, the devotee 

and the commune.
77

 An investigation into the political relations between India and the 

United States will provide the context for this hypothesis. Determined to maintain its 

new-found independence, India sought to consolidate the vulnerable position of third 

world nations in the post-war political order, epitomised by its role in the Bandung 

Conference in 1955. As Mona Lisa D. Tucker writes, “[u]nwilling to become a pawn of 

the United States and USSR, … India cofounded the Non-Aligned Movement”.
78

 Yet, 

Parama Sinha Palit claims that as early as 1950, “despite no active initiative on its part”, 

India was increasingly viewed by the United States as pro-Soviet.
79

  

After Stalin‟s death, Khrushchev visited India in 1954 where Russian “ties … 

improved as a result of the US committing itself towards Pakistan on the Kashmir issue 

and the Mutual Security Agreement of 1953”.
80

 In turn, the Soviets committed 

themselves to an “economic and technical exchange” with India.
81

 Eugene R. Wittkopf 

discusses the public response in the United States to these actions. In polls taken in 

1955 and 1956, less than half of the respondents (46%) considered India should be a 

recipient of American aid, compared with the majority (81%) who supported aid to 

those third world nations who were allies of the United States.
82

 Furthermore, India 

registered a “sharp drop of support for aid” when compared to other “situations where 

aid was directly linked to anti-communism”.
83

 India also saw possibilities in pursuing a 

relationship with Communist China with their respective “potential” to become 

superpowers, and it endorsed China‟s entry into the UN.
84

 However, the subsequent 
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Chinese crossing of India‟s border in 1962 and the issue of Tibet impeded Sino-Indian 

relations.
85

 As a result, India increasingly turned to the Soviets “for advanced weaponry 

and diplomatic support”.
86

 The Kashmir War of 1963 and the later Indo-Pakistan War 

of 1971 led to further deterioration in Indo-US relations.
87

 One result of these conflicts 

was that Nixon endeavoured to create closer links with China, in an effort to exploit and 

maximise Sino-Soviet and Sino-Indian discord.  

These political manoeuvres by the United States had important consequences for 

India, for, by the time Nixon visited China in 1972, “Indo-US relations were”, 

according to Palit, “at rock bottom”.
88

 The United States and India again disagreed on 

the issue of nuclear weapons and non-proliferation in 1974 after India conducted its first 

nuclear explosions. This event signalled that India had progressively distanced itself 

from Nehru‟s 1955 proclamation at Bandung of the “false values [and] … standards” 

wrought by advances in nuclear technology.
89

 Palit writes that although the Soviets did 

not provide nuclear technology to India, they had signed “a peace and friendship treaty 

in 1971. The intense yet understated acrimony between the US and the Soviets was 

mirrored in the relationships between India and Pakistan, and between India and the 

US”.
90

   

Again, public response endorsed this Republican political stance towards India. 

In polls conducted during the early 1970s, India only received minimal support for 

American military aid in its defense, and, in one of these in 1975, it received the lowest 

rating of all nations included in the questionnaire, that of 6%, interestingly, after its 

disagreement with the United States over the Indian acquisition of nuclear technology.
91

 

In an era when Asia remained of primary political concern to the United States, India 

was a third world nation at high risk from Communism. As such, it occupied a position 

known to New Age discourse. The dual function of the agrarian other meant it could 
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continue to be aligned with nationalist ideals in its possibilities for liberty from and 

containment of Communist threat.  

 

****  

  

The imaginary Indian  

Turning now to Indian spirituality, the major religion of India, Hinduism, also 

has a political history in which this analysis of The Krishnamurti Reader and Be Here 

Now must be situated.
92

 Alex Michaels writes that from the 1850s when colonialism 

was expanding in India, Hinduism and Christianity began to merge, creating a new form 

of Hinduism known today as “„Neo-Hinduism‟”.
93

 This interpretation of Hinduism 

began integrating ideas of traditional Indian culture with modern science while it also 

argued for Western-centred reforms, for example, on the position of women, the caste 

system and the influence of the Brahmins.
94

 Theosophy, associated with Annie Besant, 

and the Brahmo Samaj movement, initiated by Raja Rammohan Roy, are among the 

more influential philosophies included within this religious shift.
95

 The drive towards 

Indian independence influenced the Indian sector of the reform movement, creating 

what Michaels describes as a “pro-Hindu” approach.
96

 This new approach, which 

Richard King among others now call “Neo-Vedanta”, facilitated the increasing 

popularity of “„Guruism‟” with its “active proselytizing Hinduism”.
97

 Scholars 

generally accredit Swami Vivekananda with the introduction of Neo-Vedanta into the 

United States in the 1890s.
98

 It was, according to Wouter J.  Hanegraaf, a religious 
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philosophy that “confirmed [the] Transcendentalist universalism” of figures such as 

Emerson and Thoreau, and it was “compatible with Western science”.
99

 Like the early 

Neo-Hinduists, modern gurus, including influential figures like Krishnamurti as well as 

Maharishi, Bhaktivedanta, Swami Prabhupada, and Rajneesh, remain engaged with the 

West, particularly with the United States.
100

   

Gauri Viswanathan offers a post-colonial critique of the rise of Neo-Hinduism, 

claiming that these particular Indian understandings arose after the British formalised 

the ideal of the nation-state of India through colonialism.
101

 She argues that the British 

experience encouraged some Indian anti-colonialists to reconstruct Hinduism as 

monotheistic, downplaying its polytheistic characteristics among other reforms as a 

means to resist the missionary impulses of Christianity and colonial powers.
102

 She also 

examines the role played by the early Orientalists who studied Sanskrit literature or 

“textualized Hinduism”.
103

 Believing the religion to be “highly evolved”, they 

represented Hinduism as a “highly sophisticated philosophical system”.
104

 Indian 

nationalists employed these findings of Orientalists to augment their political agenda.
105

 

The period most often drawn upon in Neo-Hinduism, (including Neo-Vedanta), is that 

between 400-1400 A.D. and known as the “„Golden Age‟”, a time in which India was 

considered to have achieved “political, social, and spiritual unity”.
106

 While the 

discourse is derived from Sanskrit literature dating from approximately 1500 B.C.-200 

A.D., the period in which these tenets were said to materialise is the later Golden Age. 

Accordingly, this version of Indian history provided a rich supply of images of national 

cohesion, a history produced by a supposed adherence to (Orientalised) Sanskrit 

ideology. 

King offers a similar argument. He claims that the reform movement of the 

nineteenth century was a type of nationalist fiction, since the term „reform‟ assumes that 

“Hinduism is a single religion with its origins in the Vedas”, that it “lost its potential for 

renewal” during the middle ages, and that the religion could be restored to its “former 
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glory”.
107

 Yet the understanding of „Hinduism‟ as a rational belief system under reform 

was significant to anti-colonial discourse since it favourably positioned the religion in 

the evolutionary narrative of religious thought employed by the West. One of the 

consequences, writes Viswanathan, was that “nationalist adaptations of Orientalist 

scholarship formed the basis for contemporary (New Age?) representations of India as 

the eternal land of spirituality”.
108

  

Viswanathan also notes, however, that other early nationalists sought to create a 

sense of Indian identity by valorising the popular.
109

 For example, they turned to 

folklore and localised traditions as a source of religious authority.
110

 The historical 

result of these two trends in Indian nationalism was the emergence of elite Hinduism 

denoted by monotheism and intellectualism, and popular Hinduism marked by 

polytheism, sects and the vernacular.
111

 In the nationalist deployment of religion, these 

political constructions advanced the notion of Hindu essentialism. As a result, scholars 

today consider that modern readings of India by both the West and the East tend to 

occur through this imperial historical framework.
112

 These features will be explored in 

the intellectual tradition, a “Hinduism of the mind,” in relation to Krishnamurti, and in 

popular Hinduism with regard to Ram Dass.
113

   

 Charles S. J. White‟s work on Indian spirituality is helpful in understanding 

Indian religious terminology during the 1970s. He claims that there were four main 

“traditions of guru, ascetic, avatar, and saint”.
114

  He writes that the guru was to be a  

spiritual preceptor and guide in the ways of the world. He had to be of good 

family and versed in the sacred traditions. Of impeccable character, he was 

supposed to have the arcane teaching of the Veda in mind but know the sciences 

of statecraft and politics. There is some idea as well that he should have a higher 

kind of insight into the reality of things, which later times might come to call 

„enlightenment‟.
115

  

 

Of significance here is that White‟s definition does not denote a guru‟s withdrawal from 

society, rather it stresses the relation between self and the world. By contrast, the ascetic 

was largely positioned outside of worldly concerns, and usually characterised by what 

White describes as “wildness and eccentricity”.
116

 These men were at times naked with 

                                                 
107

 King, 175.  
108

 Viswanathan, p. 27. Brackets in original.  
109

 Viswanathan, p. 35.  
110

 Viswanathan, p. 35. 
111

 Viswanathan, p. 35. 
112

 Viswanathan, p. 25. 
113

 Viswanathan, p. 36.  
114

 Charles S. J. White, “Indian Saints,” The Journal of Asian Studies 31 (1972), 864.  
115

 White, 864. 
116

 White, 864.  



 150 

an emphasis on their ability to disassociate from their sexuality.
117

 Clothing, if worn, 

was unkempt and their hair uncut, particularly evidenced among those who followed the 

Saivite philosophy.
118

 The avatar rested upon the belief that god may appear in a man, 

although it was usually reserved for a small number of men like Buddha who were cited 

as examples.
119

 However, over time, increasing numbers of sects often granted avatar 

status to their leaders.
120

 White writes that the conception of the saint was defined by 

their level of devotion to god, and they were often believed to possess extraordinary 

spiritual powers known as “siddhi”.
121

 While there is some overlap across these four 

terms, White‟s definitions remain a useful matrix for determining the positions taken by 

Krishnamurti and Ram Dass.  

 Frednik Barth‟s comparative study of the guru and the shaman also provides an 

interesting contrast that helps to explain the impact of Indian spirituality upon the role 

of the New Age guide. He claims that shaman or “initiator[s]” induct followers into the 

ways of the societal group.
122

 For instance, the shaman “guards treasured secrets until 

the climatic day[s] when he must create a performance, a drama which transforms the 

novices”.
123

 This understanding of the shaman is epitomised by don Juan and the 

intermittent psychedelic experiences related by Carlos the narrator. By contrast, the 

guru teaches, and the information disseminated must “[become] logically integrated” 

into the psyche of the disciple.
124

 The guru is preferably one who has travelled and 

studied widely, and provides an uninterrupted discourse of spiritual wisdom.
125

 Thus the 

guru works towards creating “an active and intended cultural reproduction through a 

systematic and perpetual activity as educator”.
126

 Perhaps more importantly, the guru 

signifies the idea that “whole, complex traditions of knowledge seem to be carried by 

single persons”.
127

 This conception is different from the notion of shamans like don 

Juan who are tied to their context through the need to perform knowledge in its 
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localised environments. However, the guru is a figure who acts as both pilgrim in search 

of new knowledge and as a missionary who teaches that knowledge. Barth‟s research is 

important in two ways. Firstly, it offers an understanding of the subject position in New 

Age discourse expressed by Krishnamurti and Ram Dass. Secondly it underscores the 

importance accorded to the idea that geography might become sacred by the presence of 

the guru. Thus, while the landscape is sacralised in guru and shaman discourse, the 

representation of that spirituality is repositioned in guru philosophy from localised to 

more generalised, even national, spaces. 

The study of psychedelic experiences, particularly from the United States, also 

contributed to spiritualist constructions of India.
 

Furthermore, the two contesting 

versions of Hinduism, the intellectual and the popular, could be conflated in this type of 

academic discourse. An example of Lester Grinspoon and James B. Bakalar‟s writing in 

Psychedelic Drugs Revisited includes the following:  

The universe of the twentieth-century scientific revolution has a great deal in 

common with that of Indian religion. The dance of Shiva (energy), many worlds, 

cycles of creation and destruction through endless eons, and the whole operating 

without the plans and purposes of a watchful Creator standing outside it – all 

that seems much more compatible with the modern scientific vision than the 

neat, small world of Jewish and Christian tradition, bounded in time and 

space.
128

 

 

That Shiva, an important god usually associated with polytheism, is reconstructed as 

“energy”, and positioned here as detached from the control of the universe, indicates the 

merging of American understandings with Hindu intellectualism and popular Hinduism. 

Like the supposed parallels drawn between Tibetan spirituality and the wonders of 

American science by Leary et al. in the 1960s, this passage is informed by the 

nationalist construction of “a culturally superior Hinduism” which displaces the 

diversity of lived Indian experience, and by American understandings, such as the 

implied binary of limited and unlimited notions of time and space.
129

 Grinspoon and 

Bakalar write that the association of “ideals of simplicity and naturalness” with Indian 

spiritual masters was an influential factor in discrediting the religious use of drugs.
130

 

These constructions of India could be aligned with American nationalist philosophy, its 

new drug legislation, its medical community, and its press.
 
Experiences of trance and 

meditation were documented in ways that correlated with experiences had under the 

influence of psychedelic drugs. Abdulhusein S. Dalal and Theodore X. Barber reported 
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that “feelings of relaxation … unreality … automaticity and compulsion, alternations in 

body image and … unusual sensations” were common in meditative practices.
131

 Thus 

American scientific discourse also contributed to the idea that a transformation of the 

self could be achieved through the appropriation of Indian spirituality.  

 

More Indians, fewer chiefs    

 Within the above political and religious frameworks, the following discussion of 

The Krishnamurti Reader will examine issues such as the significance of the self, the 

decreased importance attached to ideology, negotiation as the means to end conflict, the 

implication of nuclear tensions, and the sacralisation of self and space. It will also 

explore Krishnamurti‟s claim to religious impartiality. A difficulty associated with a 

critical examination of Krishnamurti‟s discourse lies in his refusal to be identified with 

any given religious perspective. This analysis will place his writings in a wider context 

than has been applied to other New Age writings so that his position within religious 

thought can be traced. It will be argued that Krishnamurti‟s spiritual discourse is drawn 

from “pro-Hindu” ideology, and so a discussion of Neo-Vedanta spirituality, its practice 

of yogic meditation, and its influence upon the established generic devices like the role 

of the guide, will be provided.  

  Believing Krishnamurti to be chosen for “Divine manifestation”, two leading 

Western figures in the Theosophical Society in India, Annie Besant and Charles 

Leadbeater, raised Krishnamurti according to Theosophist principles, a fusion of Hindu, 

Buddhist and Western religious philosophies.
132

 During this early period, Krishnamurti 

was prepared to fulfil the role of “World-teacher [who] is responsible for the education 

of the entire humanity”.
133

 In 1911 when Krishnamurti was in his mid-teens, he was 

taken by Besant to Europe where he attended and took part in a wide range of elite 

Western cultural activities. Hillary Rodrigues lists some of these as the “gymnasium, … 

the ballet, the races, the opera, art galleries, film and theatre productions, … music, fine 

fashion, and extensive travel”.
134

 Krishnamurti also played golf and enjoyed reading 

Western literary classics such as those by “Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, … Shelley and 
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Keats”, indicating that the Western influence upon him had both depth and breadth.
135

 

After Krishnamurti had proclaimed that he was “the Teacher, and that he was one with 

his Beloved”, he set out on his 1928-29 global tour.
136

 Krishnamurti was, however, to 

sever ties with the Society at the end of the tour in 1929, a decision, it will be argued, 

which denoted a shift towards the growing “pro-Hindu” movement, particularly 

noticeable among those gurus who resided abroad.
137

 He became well-known, having 

toured since 1929, while his books, according to Mary Cadogan, were “published all 

over the world and translated into twenty languages”.
138

 Accordingly, Krishnamurti 

fitted the definition of the guru. First published in 1954 and republished in 1963, 1964, 

and again in 1970, The Krishnamurti Reader found a new readership by the onset of the 

seventies.
 
Importantly, the surge of interest in Krishnamurti‟s teachings, shown by the 

publishing history of this text, corresponds to the times of political tension in Indo-

American relations discussed earlier.  

In Part One, “The Problems of Living”, The Krishnamurti Reader begins by 

discussing the self as one that must politically participate within society. Krishnamurti 

claims that “so long as I am unaware of the total process of myself, I have no basis for 

thought, for affection, for action” (p. 11). He goes on to assert that self-understanding is 

“the only foundation on which we can build”, and so “[t]o know oneself is to study 

oneself in action” (pp. 11-12).  Moreover, without such an understanding, there can be 

no comprehension of “wars, national antagonisms, conflicts, the whole mess” (p. 12). 

He argues that one must “realize the urgency of an inward revolution, which alone can 

bring about a radical transformation of the outer, of society” (p. 15). As evidence, he 

refers to the images of “disintegrating” societies in “India, in Europe, in America, in 

every part of the world” (p. 19). Thus, Krishnamurti opens his text with a lament, 

situating the revolutionary role of the self as central to global solutions. 

However, he stresses to the reader that the answers to the world‟s problems are 

“not dependent on any ideology, either of the left or of the right”, nor could they be 

found in sacred texts “whether of Buddha, of Christ, of capitalism, communism or what 

you will” (p. 14). In fact, Krishnamurti puts forward the idea that the rejection of all 

political and religious positions is possible, a stance also taken by other gurus like 
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Maharishi.
139

 Krishnamurti states that he is “free, not conditioned by any belief, not 

held by any society, order, religion or creed”.
140

 However, he also insists: “Please do 

not go to the other side and say that I am preaching non-religion” (p. 37). Rather, gurus 

affiliated with Neo-Vedanta, like Swami Prabhavananda and Krishnamurti, claim that 

the way to experience God is through “yogic meditation, not the strenuous twists and 

bends of body-oriented hatha yoga”.
141

 Russell Chandler discusses the spiritual claim of 

this discourse, with its valorisation of meditation, as ideologically “„neutral‟”.
142

 He 

quotes research conducted in 1986 by Irving Hexham who found that “yoga [and its 

meditation] is based upon a carefully worked out theory of beliefs about the human 

condition. The terminology that explains the practice itself involves acceptance of 

presuppositions with religious origins”.
143

 In an era of détente which was similarly 

downplaying the role of ideology and belief systems, Krishnamurti‟s discourse also 

displaces affiliations with religious or political institutions, making the self its major 

ideological construct. Not surprisingly, Krishnamurti articulated strong views on liberty, 

which R. K. Shringy describes as the “dissolution of the limitations of … the 

individual… not an escape from life, it is the fulfillment of life”.
144

 Krishnamurti 

proclaims it is “the outcome of all life fully matured … highly developed, highly 

cultured, highly evolved”.
145

 Premised upon Orientalist assumptions, Neo-Vedanta is, as 

Peter Marshall points out, “something akin to undogmatic Protestantism”.
146

 

Since Indian nationalistic discourse, like that expressed in guru writings, upheld 

monotheism, egalitarianism and an autonomous self, this version of India was 

particularly appealing to educated Americans. Many of the young, particularly college 

students, could directly participate in Krishnamurti‟s teachings, for he toured American 

universities, such as Berkeley and Stanford, during the late sixties and early seventies. 

He published material from these tours in works such as Talks with American Students 

1968 (1970) and You Are The World: Authentic Reports of Talks and Discussions in 

American Universities (1972).
147

 Here he found a willing audience, for notions of 

personal and national identity associated with traditional liberal ideas of leadership had 
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lost their appeal. Krishnamurti drew attention to the apocalyptic anxieties that had pre-

occupied the United States since the beginning of the Cold War, and the role ideology 

had played in the continuation of this war. He argued against the authority of 

institutions, claiming that the older generation had  

not brought about a marvelous society; the parents, the ministers, the teachers, 

the rulers, the priests have not created a beautiful world. On the contrary they 

have created a frightful, brutal world in which everybody is fighting somebody. 

… an ugly world, where the older people try to smother you with their ideas, 

their beliefs, their ugliness; and if you are … to follow the ugly pattern of the 

older people … what is the point of being educated, what is the point of living at 

all?
148

  

 

Krishnamurti‟s philosophy attached a political importance to youth similar to that 

articulated by Nixon, for Krishnamurti believed that an engagement with youth was 

needed to secure the future peace and liberty of the world.  

According to Shringy, Krishnamurti‟s discourse is fundamentally about “social 

change” and so his arguments could be interpreted in light of the failure of the Great 

Society programmes and the pro-active governmental strategies employed by the 

Democrats during the 1960s.
149

 In fact, Krishnamurti states that “the more knowledge a 

mind is burdened with, the less capable it is of understanding. … Knowledge is not 

going to solve our problems” (pp. 38 and 65).  The solution, he writes, is not only that 

one should strive towards “freedom of authority”, but also that they be free of the 

“worship of authority” (p. 20). Like Nixon who argued for local and individual 

responsibility by stating “let‟s get … [power] back to the people … where it belongs”, 

Krishnamurti told students at Berkeley that “there is no authority, there is no guru, there 

is no teacher. You are the teacher and the disciple yourself”.
150

 Nixon insisted that the 

solution to issues confronting the United States could be solved by understanding that 

“our greatest need now is to reach beyond government, and to enlist the legions of the 

concerned and committed”.
151

 Krishnamurti, too, expressed a similar perspective, 

claiming that “[o]ur problems – social, environmental, political, religious - are so 

complex that we can solve them only by being simple” (p. 64). His basic tenets parallel 

the nationalistic premise found in Nixon‟s presidential dialogue, that the individual 

should be its own source of authority and action.  

Knowledge, according to Krishnamurti, leads the self into a “process [which] is 

enclosing” (p. 41). By contrast, he claims that an understanding of the self will lead one 
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to experience that self as open-ended, as “eternal, timeless, immeasurable” (p. 51). He 

declares it is time then to “set out on a journey to find reality, to find God” (p. 12). In 

articulating his approach to spiritual wisdom of the self, Krishnamurti also believed that 

“freedom [is] at the beginning of life‟s journey”, a “journey” the reader must take (p. 

12).
152

 He therefore imagines freedom as both the beginning and end of this journey to 

spiritual wisdom and enlightenment. This imagining of the journey signifies that the 

temporal linear narrative into the timeless space of spirituality, common to earlier New 

Age literature, is recognisable in his writings. The destination of enlightenment is 

constructed as “beyond … words, beyond … thought, beyond all philosophies and all 

sacred books”.
153

 It is not, however, a space into which access could be facilitated by 

drug-taking. Krishnamurti makes this point clear when he argues that “[a] mind that is 

influenced by drugs … sees [only] its own conditioning, its pettiness, enlarged”.
154

 To 

be enlightened from Krishnamurti‟s perspective is to be “beyond space, beyond past and 

present and the delusion of time”, yet this self must also envisage a sacred connection to 

the external, since one has a spiritual “relationship to property, to things, to people, and 

to ideas … [and] nature” (pp. 27 and 67).
155

 Hence Krishnamurti‟s philosophy offers a 

chronotopic vision that is compatible with New Age discourse and Nixon‟s „new 

revolution‟.
 
 

Michael Winkelman suggests that the aim of yogic meditation is to separate the 

ordinary self from the higher or transcendental self, and it is in this separation that 

spiritual liberation or “moksha” is attained.
156

 He argues that the goal of liberation is the 

positioning of the self beyond and therefore untouched by the adversities of life.
157

 

While this may be a loose description of the process of meditation valorised by these 

gurus, the aim of yogic meditation was to further the involvement of the self in the 

world, a position clearly articulated by Krishnamurti. He offers examples of the 

relationship between humans and the natural world to demonstrate that “a space 

between the observer and the thing observed” indicates that a meditative state has not 
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been reached.
158

 He considers his approach to be one of “simplicity”, yet it must not be 

a “withdrawal from the world” (pp. 21-22). He insists that “separative thinking”, which 

does not seek to unite the “„me‟” with the “eternal” self, is the cause of “constant 

conflict and wars” (p. 49). Another guru, Maharishi, sees meditation as a spiritual 

exercise which “leads to right action spontaneously”, a spiritual pathway to 

enlightenment that requires a proactive relationship to the world.
159

 This particular 

conception of meditation promotes the progression of the limited self into an eternal self 

to the point at which the secular and sacred understandings of both the self and the 

world merge, a state Krishnamurti calls “choiceless awareness” or “love” (p. 57).
160

 The 

goal of spiritual liberation is therefore not separation but fusion.  

A major appeal of Krishnamurti‟s discourse is that it addresses a fundamental 

issue raised by Huxley:  

The age-old debate between the actives and the contemplatives was being 

renewed … with an unprecedented poignancy. … [Mescalin] gives access to 

contemplation - but to a contemplation that is incompatible with action. … The 

full and final solution can be found only … [in] the right kind of 

Weltanschauung  ... the active-contemplative.
161

 

 

As discussed in Chapter One, Huxley had a long association with Neo-Vedanta 

philosophy in California, and he also had a working relationship with Krishnamurti, 

writing the “Foreword” to Krishnamurti‟s The First and Last Freedom published in 

1954.
162

 It is useful to consider the ideological representations of Huxley and 

Krishnamurti, not only for their significant literary contributions to the New Age 

movement, but also because they are representative of two non-American writers whose 

conceptions of spirituality resonated for American Beat and hippie readers. For 

instance, in The First and Last Freedom, Huxley argued that Krishnamurti‟s philosophy 

consists of “right thinking and meditation”.
163

 Yet, in the same year, 1954, during the 

period in which marked the American loss of the Korean War and the rise of anti-

communist fervour, Huxley found his solution, the active-contemplative, not in Neo-

Vedanta Indian spirituality, but in the appropriation of the Native American Church.
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Spiritual logic  

However, by the late 1960s and early 1970s, an era marked by the increasing 

voice of Native American activism and an intense political suspicion of India, spiritual 

discourses like Krishnamurti‟s offered a vision of the active-contemplative that could be 

assimilated into the American nationalist narrative of the time. It is important then to 

consider the rhetorical style disseminated in the text, one based upon the “cold logic” of 

intellectualism, or “Sanskritization”, as Surinder Mohan Bhardwaj names it, to express 

ideals of Indian simplicity.
164

 Both Schulman and Mehta suggest that Krishnamurti 

shunned the “familiar [language] of religion and philosophy” in his texts and speeches, 

suggesting a suspicion of intellectualism similar to Nixon‟s.
165

 Yet Krishnamurti relies 

upon a supposed objectivity derived from scientific discourse when he professes that 

“only fools offer opinions” and that facts are unrelated to ideological perspectives.
166

 

For instance, he asks: “Have I given an opinion, a conclusion, a judgement? I have only 

said: look at the facts”.
167

 Furthermore, Krishnamurti argued that God/truth was the 

“highest form of intelligence” (p. 69). The discourse of science, which some New Age 

critics like Julie Stephens consider absent in hippie conceptions of a spiritualised India, 

remains intact in Krishnamurti‟s writings as a rhetorical mode rather than as an 

expressed idealisation of technological progress.
168

 Yet Stephens does note the 

influence of Sanskrit in the New Age movement, claiming that it became a major 

feature of hippie culture by the end of the 1960s in the “form of Sanskrit names, yoga 

practices and the like”.
169

 She writes that “[e]veryday speech became punctuated with 

Sanskrit words and when English words were written … they were shaped according to 

an imitation of Sanskrit lettering”.
170

 While Stephens considers these New Age 

imitations resulted in a commercialisation of India, these actions also had ramifications 

that favoured American, rather than Indian, nationalist interests.
171

 As King points out, 

the theoretical limitations in arguments like those of Stephens lies in the historical 

continuation of Orientalist assumptions that Indian spirituality “preclude[s] the 

possibility of an authentic mystical involvement in political struggle”.
172
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There have been some gurus who have more openly advocated the significance 

of science and intellectualism in Neo-Vedanta interpretations of India. Chandler notes 

that Maharishi, guru to the Beatles and film stars including   Mia Farrow, opened the 

Maharishi International University in Iowa in 1971, and started the Science of Creative 

Intelligence the same year.
173

 The scientific influence of Neo-Vedanta is also evident in 

the emergence of The Esalen Human Potential movement which developed at Big Sur. 

Michael Murphy, one of the founders, spent eighteen months on the ashram of guru Sri 

Aurobindo in India before returning to the United States to open the centre in 1961.
174

 

The intellectual mode of delivery and the importance given to the relationship between 

self and society in Krishnamurti‟s discourse locate his writings firmly within this 

tradition. As a “rational religion”, it was paramount that this type of Indian mysticism 

be concerned with “spiritual and social evolution”.
175

  

An important political aspect of guru philosophy was to rectify imaginings of 

India as the land of ascetics who withdrew from the world, for such imaginings, 

according to Maharishi, accounted for the “backward condition of modern India”.
176

 

Krishnamurti takes a similar stance. True spiritual wisdom comes, he writes, through 

simplicity: 

That is why it is so important to be poor, not only in things of the world, but also 

in belief and knowledge. A man with worldly riches or a man rich in knowledge 

and belief will never know anything but darkness, and will be the centre of all 

mischief and misery (p. 57). 

 

Yet, like Maharishi, this simplicity was not to be associated with the ascetic‟s 

worldview. Krishnamurti continues: “We think we shall be simple by withdrawing. A 

great many saints, a great many teachers, have renounced the world; and it seems to me 

that such a renunciation on the part of any of us does not solve the problem” (p. 62). By 

contrast, he considers that the transformation of the self must begin with the mind, for 

“[s]urely it is there that the revolution must take place, not in how much you possess, or 

what clothes you wear or how many meals you eat” (p. 74 italics in original).  
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  An interesting feature which emerges in Krishnamurti‟s discourse is his 

particular construction of nationalism. Firstly, he claims that “[t]he nationalist is a curse 

because through his very nationalistic, patriotic spirit, he is creating a wall of isolation” 

(p. 78). Rather, he considers that “[r]elationship is a process of self-revelation … a 

movement in which you discover your own motives, your own thoughts, your own 

pursuits; and that very discovery is the beginning of liberation, the beginning of 

transformation” (p. 79). Here Krishnamurti argues against nationalism of various kinds. 

However, that the ideology of the religious self is a prominent construct in both Indian 

and American nationalism defies his anti-nationalistic rhetoric. It also suggests its 

appeal to the nationalist inclinations of his American readers. Secondly, he refers to the 

plight of Indians in poverty, stating that those in the West must learn to see the beauty 

in a woman‟s “sari, however soiled it may be”, that they must be sensitive to the “dirty 

half-starved villagers, the people who live in squalor” and begin to see these people as 

“beautiful” (p. 189 italics in original). By contrast, he tells his readers, “You are divided 

into so many petty little parties, castes; … Christians destroying Christians, murdering 

each other for petty little things, driving people into camps and so on, the whole horrors 

of war” (pp. 40-41). Thirdly, the idea that meditation is both traditional and recent, and 

that it is an historical and universal pathway to God belies its use in pro-Hindu 

discourse, since, as Cynthia Keppley Mahmood notes, Hinduism nationalists have often 

attempted to include, or perhaps appropriate, “others within [their] rhetorical fold”.
177

 

The movement of gurus to the West, and America in particular, can be understood as an 

attempt to further Indian interests. It is significant then that this construction of Indian 

spirituality as both ancient and new, a representation that simultaneously situates 

Hinduism at the beginning of the evolution of religious thought and at the height of this 

evolutionary development, arguably results in an essentialist stereotype that remains 

defined in Western, and particularly in American, terms.  

There are also other contradictions in Krishnamurti‟s writings that encourage the 

appropriation of Indian spirituality into the New Age. For example, despite his claim 

that disciples had no need of “sacred books” since it is the self that must be read, he had 

a long and successful publishing history (p. 14). Like Nixon who, in contradiction to his 

rhetoric of egalitarianism and individualism, promoted himself as a leader above the 

people, Krishnamurti always “sets the tone of the discourse”.
178

 Both Nixon and 

Krishnamurti successfully negotiated this paradox of assuring their listeners and readers 
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that while they are leader and teacher, the individual does not need to be led or taught, a 

stance apparent in Krishnamurti‟s Part Two “For the Young”. And so, although The 

Krishnamurti Reader claims it is an inclusive discourse, its prescriptive style, especially 

in Part Three, “Questions and Answers”, is evidence that there is a hierarchy in place, 

that of writer to reader, guru to disciple, the elder to the young. 

Nonetheless, many in the New Age, including Richard Alpert, agreed with 

Krishnamurti, that it was time to stop reading the books, and begin the journey of self-

discovery through a “direct experience” of India itself (p. 10). It was time to become a 

pilgrim of peace. Yet a fundamental question remains: To what extent was guru 

discourse successful in repositioning India in the American imagination, if these 

understandings of India remained dependent upon historical Orientalist findings?  

 

**** 

 

The way of the pilgrim      

Richard Alpert was well-known from his collaboration on The Psychedelic 

Experience, and, as the newly transformed Ram Dass, he had much success with Be 

Here Now (1971), a text which expanded New Age literary representation by its 

inclusion of Indian and Western religious iconography.
179

 It will be argued that the 

discourse of Ram Dass appropriates Neo-Vedanta and its monotheistic qualities as the 

means by which to enclose and thus “fetishize”, to recall Laura Donaldson‟s term, 

representations of the popular and the polytheistic.
180

 Barth‟s definitions of the guru and 

the ascetic are also helpful in examining the role of the guide in Dass‟s book. This 

analysis will explore the way in which, as a narrator who has studied and travelled 

widely and delivers the discourse to the reader, Ram Dass constructs himself as a guru 

while he narrates his experiences as an ascetic. Consequently, Be Here Now is another 

New Age account in which a duality between a developing character and an 

omnipresent narrator exists. By contrast, his account of Indian holy men positions them 

as ascetics, and thus not only are these men represented as fixed, but they are also 

situated beyond the political and cultural concerns of the text. The theme of pilgrimage 

will also be explored in order to establish that Be Here Now employs an American 
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construction of the Christian pilgrim, which dominates over a selective use of sub-

continental iconography and religious philosophy.  

Simon Coleman and John Elsner define
 
pilgrimage as a ritual designed to 

transform the identities of the participants by bringing the adherent into contact with 

“the divine forces of the other world” inside a designated spiritualised site.
181

 These 

religious activities link peoples with places in the creation of a sacred geography.
182

 

Pilgrimage is also concerned with the taking back of some of the charisma associated 

with the holy place, and so meanings derived from the journey continue after the 

pilgrim has returned home. Lastly, pilgrimage is not intended for the conversion of 

others. On the contrary, it is considered to be an act through which, by intense contact 

with the divine, a transformation of the self will occur. Historically speaking, Christian 

pilgrimage is synonymous with redemption from original sin.
183

 Dee Dyas offers 

another view of Christian pilgrimage and mysticism that is especially important here. 

She quotes Marion Glasscoe:  

[T]he [mystics] witness that true human fulfillment is the concomitant of what is 

experienced as a spiritual journey to a goal beyond time that is occasionally 

anticipated and known in time … They convey a double sense of experience: 

that of a linear process; but also of an external state of being which informs and 

transcends it.
184

  

 

However, the above relationship of time and space and their related values or meanings 

do not fulfil American chronotopic expectations, which construct the pilgrim‟s journey 

as destiny by sacralising a political relationship of the self to the landscape. The 

interpretation offered by Dyas is limited to historical understandings of the Christian 

pilgrim in purely religious, or perhaps what might be considered European, terms. In 

regard to Dass‟s spiritual appropriation, such concerns are significant. As Coleman and 

Elsner write, the lack of normative restraints upon the pilgrim meant the pilgrimage 

“could take on an explicitly political character, depending upon the nature of the holy 

figure commemorated at the holy site”.
185

 Thus, it is important to identify the “holy 

figure” at the centre of Be Here Now, and the manner in which this “holy site” of India 

is constructed.  
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That India has historically been a region of diverse practices and beliefs has 

been influential upon Hindu conceptions of pilgrimage. Unlike Christianity or Islam 

which position Jerusalem and Mecca as their most sacred of sites, Hindu shrines cannot 

be ranked. India‟s history of competing sects and traditions negate the sense of a 

singular destination – hence all space is sacred to some sects and understandings.
186

 

Indeed, five types of Hindu pilgrimage, the “pan-Hindu, supraregional, regional, 

subregional and local”, emerge from Bhardwaj‟s study in 1973.
187

 The first two are 

usually enacted by high-caste and wealthy Hindus and have two primary functions. The 

“purification of the [individual] soul” at these sites simultaneously maps and reconfirms 

India‟s geography as a sacred space.
188

 As Bhardwaj writes: “[the] elite, by making 

pilgrimages to famous shrines eulogized in the traditional Sanskrit literature, maintains 

the vitality of a pan-Indian Hindu holy space … [since these] pilgrims transcend the 

political and cultural boundaries within India”.
189

 These features are important because 

they follow the significance accorded to Orientalist interpretations of Sanskrit deployed 

in the Indian nationalist imagination. By contrast, regional, sub-regional and local 

pilgrimages are to maximise one‟s material prospects and are often undertaken during 

rites of passage.
190

 These latter pilgrimages more accurately reflect the huge range of 

beliefs in Indian culture and are usually directed toward the practicalities of life, rather 

than the spiritual.
191

 Another important conclusion Bhardwaj draws which is significant 

to this study of the New Age is that the spatial patterns of Hindu pilgrimage represent 

agrarian Indian culture. He found that the Indian “cultures of the forest-dwelling tribes 

practicing hunting and gathering and slash-and-burn agriculture” were largely excluded 

from the sacred spaces associated with the five main forms of Hindu pilgrimage.
192

  

Lastly, J. G. Davies offers an examination of Christian pilgrim literature, a genre 

employed by those who had conducted a pilgrimage and sought to share their 

experiences of the sacred journey with others. Davies writes that the genre can be 

understood as comprising seven styles which often come together in the writing. These 

are “grouped itineraries, … pilgrim diaries, … lists of indulgences[,] … maps and plans, 

… aids to devotion[,] … guide books … [and] travel accounts”.
193

 The above theoretical 
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perspectives on pilgrims and their representations will now be utilised to identify the 

type of pilgrimage represented in Ram Dass‟s account of his spiritual sojourn in India.  

 

The making of a guru       

Be Here Now opens with the chapter heading “Our-story”. In this “story”, Dass 

claims that there have been “three stages” which have marked the spiritual path to date 

(Our-story par 1).
194

 He calls the first of these, the “social science stage; the second, the 

psychedelic stage; and the third, the yogi stage” (Our-story par 1). Dass writes that not 

only has each stage “contribut[ed] to the next”, but these phases have been 

“prerequisites for what was to come later” (Our-story par 1). If we consider these stages 

in light of the writer-reader contract, the heading “Our-story” indicates its American 

inflections, that it is essentially an American story, written largely for the American 

reader. Significantly, Dass admits that he is “not interested in the political parts of the 

story”, an admission indicating that New Age discourse does have a political dimension 

(Our-story par 1). 

When citing his academic credentials, and discussing his career, Dass conforms 

to the New Age literary mode of opening the text with a lament. Like Sal in On The 

Road, Dass claims that he was “being promised all of it” (Dissatisfaction par 3). He had 

amassed “an empire”, notably his research centre where he had worked with Leary who 

had also collaborated with Huxley on psychedelic studies (Dissatisfaction par 8). Yet, 

despite his outward success, he considers that “something was wrong that [he] just 

didn‟t know”, and that his life had been reduced to a mere “hustle” (Success par 7). 

Echoing Nixon‟s distinction, Dass claims that he wasn‟t a real “scholar” because he had 

only “knowledge” rather than “wisdom” (Dissatisfaction par 1 and Success par 7). 

Rather, at the heart of knowledge, Dass writes, was a lack of “fulfill[ment]” 

(Dissatisfaction par 3). Dass‟s choice of the word “wisdom” indicates his concern with 

secular and sacred matters that are associated with the larger decisions of earthly and 

spiritual life. One of the tenets of American pilgrim ideology that continues to influence 

New Age literature like that of Dass is therefore the valorisation of “education among 

the whole of its group, [which] demanded a level of learning and understanding in terms 

of salvation”.
195

  

Dass reminisces about his experiences on LSD in which he saw that his various 

identities, for instance, the “Harvard professor”, had “separated” from the “„I‟” (Turning 
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On pars 5 and 13). While the “„I‟” that “Knew” existed in a timeless space in a “place 

beyond”, and thus believed it could function without the identifying aspects of the self, 

Dass argues that he “did NEED his body” (Turning On pars 10 and 13 capitals in 

original). The body plays an important nationalist function in Be Here Now, one that 

will be further addressed. As in The Psychedelic Experience, Dass likens the spiritual 

experience once more to the exploration and subsequent possession of territory, in this 

case to Admiral Byrd‟s expedition into the “polar region” (Turning On par 23). Yet, 

unlike Castaneda who was swept along in the sea that appeared in the desert at the 

height of his psychedelic vision, Dass interprets the destructive “red wave” as his social 

identities that came rolling in as he came down from LSD (Turning On par 40). Unlike 

Huxley who extolled the mysticism of Europeans like Blake and Eckhart, Dass 

associates this unwanted vision with the art of William Blake and Hieronymous Bosch. 

While Dass still considers The Tibetan Book of the Dead was “really a metaphor about 

psychological death and rebirth”, he now believes that the advice offered in The 

Psychedelic Experience could not bring about lasting spiritual transformation 

(Environmental Changes par 7). It was imperative, he writes, that if he entered into “that 

garden” only to be “cast out again”, then changes must be made in his surrounds 

(Environmental Changes par 16).  

Consequently, Dass travels to India in search of “holy men” who could offer 

him a “pearl of wisdom” (Environmental Changes pars 13 and 17). He provides an 

account of Indian pandits and, interestingly, a Buddhist lama, whose negative or 

indifferent opinions on psychedelia do not provide the answers he is seeking. Here Dass 

discusses the various costs associated with travelling, the numerous places he visited 

like Benares and Katmandu, his diet and his private thoughts, indicating that his text 

shares generic conventions with pilgrim literature. At the depths of his despondency, he 

meets Bhagwan Dass, a white American who “„Knew‟” (Bhagwan Dass par 2 capital in 

original). With no possessions and wearing only a “dhoti”, Bhagwan is an ascetic. 

(Bhagwan Dass par 2). He proceeds to teach ascetic philosophy to Dass (the character) 

who subsequently changes his diet and discards his possessions, and together they 

embark upon a “temple pilgrimage” of India (Bhagwan Dass par 5). Unlike traditional 

Christian accounts of pilgrimage, Dass and Bhagwan have neither a specific itinerary 

nor a specific sacred destination in mind, a representation that contributes to idea that 

the national space of India is sacred.
196

 In addition to his ascetic identity, Bhagwan‟s 

eclectic appropriation of various other Indian religious traditions encourages the 
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perception of a universalised spirituality that can be easily adapted for American use. 

For instance, under a different name and clothing, Bhagwan becomes a Thereavaden 

Buddhist monk. At other times, he is a Shavite or a Tibetan Kargyupa lama. This is an 

important feature of the text, since the Indians are not represented as moving from one 

populist sect to another. They are static in contrast to Bhagwan and Dass who have the 

ability, like Carlos, to enter, and thus lay claim to, these particular “alien world[s]”.
197

  

Bhagwan Dass also has the important function in Be Here Now of introducing 

Ram Dass to individual Indian ascetics, for instance, the Maharaji whom Bhagwan and 

Dass incorrectly call gurus. These Indian holy men can be identified as ascetics because 

of their religious relationship to food, lack of possessions and refusal to proselytize. 

This is an important distinction. Joseph S. Atler explains that ascetic philosophy has a 

strict code of conduct, including “what and how to read, where and how to sleep” and 

the like.
198

 Ascetics are concerned with the purification of both their own soul and the 

souls of others, a ritual which the ascetic achieves through the consumption of food.
199

 

Dass describes how the Maharaji‟s enormous intake of the oranges brought to him by 

the villagers absorbed the impure karma of both Maharaji and the villagers. Dass is told 

that he is forbidden to share information about the Maharaji, an edict he ignores by 

publishing his text. Dass also creates a binary between the psychedelic and the psychic 

by valorising the clairvoyant abilities of the ascetic. For example, Maharaji accurately 

describes Dass‟s relationship with his deceased mother, and knows instinctively of 

Dass‟s visa problems. Maharaji therefore embodies “„siddi‟”, a representation which 

positions him as an ascetic saint. (Bhagwan Dass par 82). The representation of 

Maharaji as saint endows him with the ability to bestow enlightenment to worthy 

individuals.  

In discussing his experience of yogic meditations, Dass later learns from reading 

one of Swami Vivekananda‟s texts that he has bypassed Kriya Yoga for Raja Yoga. 

While both forms of yoga derive from Neo-Vedanta, Kriya is a “practical” yoga that 

leads to “the purification of the intellect” while Raja seeks to “merge the intellect and 

the Pure Reason” to achieve “the full realisation of Self and God”.
200

 Despite being only 

a “beginner”, like Carlos, Dass is considered by his Indian „guru‟ Hari Dass Baba to 

have had the necessary pure intellect required for this yoga, and so the need for Kriya 

training was eliminated (Ashtanga Yoga par 32). The subsequent transformation of Ram 
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Dass occurs after Maharaji “tapped [him] on the forehead, just three times” (Ashtanga 

Yoga par 23). The opening portion of the text entitled “The Journey” positions 

Bhagwan and Dass as mastering the various popular and elite Indian traditions. The 

shift in context notwithstanding, this representation creates American “copies … better 

than the originals”.
201

 Reasons for the appropriation of these particular Indian traditions 

biased in favour of American ideals can be located in the relationship between 

asceticism and Indian nationalist discourse, reasons which are clarified through a 

consideration of the art in the text.  

 

American Indians    

An understanding of the religious iconography in Be Here Now requires a 

comparative analysis of the visual theories of Neo-Vedanta and American 

Protestantism. George Michell explains that, in general, the “art of seeing, called 

darshana, is central to all forms of veneration in India”.
202

 At the level of the popular, 

he writes that “narrative depictions often focus on single-action scenes”, and believers 

consider that particular god/s might animate representations through the act of 

worship.
203

 However, Sanskrit or Neo-Vedanta interpretations of art endorse a different 

relationship to God. Mulk Raj Anand and Alice Boner claim that in order to produce 

religious art, the artist entered into a yogic meditation, and the images which appeared 

during the meditation were utilised to depict God, a process that required visualisation 

according to Sanskrit terms.
204

 These images were often geometric in design, and, with 

the historical displacement of the “personal” qualities associated with gods in 

polytheism by “impersonal” attributes developed in Sanskrit discourse, representations 

of Neo-Vedanta spirituality could include iconic images of popular Gods such as Shiva 

and Krishna.
205

 From this nationalist appropriation of other forms of Indian worship, the 

supposed universalism of Neo-Vedanta could also portray God as omnipresent in 

nature.
206

 The artistic expression of Neo-Vedanta philosophy therefore valorised the 

symbolic over the allegorical representations common to popular Indian practice. 

David Morgan‟s historical examination of the role of imagery in American 

Protestantism is valuable here. He discusses how religious groups in the United States 
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have historically employed visuals in ways that did not transgress the Protestant ban on 

idolatry. He distinguishes between two main forms of visual practice; “the didactic and 

the devotional”.
207

 The former, he argues, belongs to the older Puritan tradition that 

fixed “imagery to words and abstract ideas, which the images serve to illustrate”.
208

 By 

contrast, devotional pictorials, a form which developed much later in American 

religious thinking, were designed to evoke religious sentiments.
209

 More importantly, 

visual narratives in both traditions most often reproduced the subject position of those 

on the frontier. With the “heartland to one‟s back and the land of the others before one‟s 

face”, a binary operated within the national visual ideology.
210

 American Protestant 

visuality was therefore usually structured in conformity with the philosophy of the 

frontier.   

Generally, images were included in pilgrim literature to remove the fear of the 

material and sacred journey by articulating and visualising each aspect a devotee might 

encounter along the way.
211

 More specifically, a significant feature of didactic visual 

narratives was the presentation of time as linear and progressive through the 

construction of charts that combined text with image.
212

 These charts, according to 

Morgan, evoked feelings of anticipation while they provided assurance that the religious 

course plotted in the integration of text and visuals would materialise.
213

 One helpful 

example Morgan provides is the manner in which the pilgrim motif in John Bunyan‟s 

The Pilgrim’s Progress was later adapted and transformed from “allegory to … 

symbols” by the Mormons.
214

 Religious visuals that were accompanied by a written text 

were employed to influence the viewer in two ways. Firstly, the use of language served 

as evidence that the images were not intended for worship. Secondly, the use of visuals, 

particular those of a “„hieroglyphic‟” nature which seemingly represented religious 

mysteries that the viewer must interpret, conveyed a sense of sacred secrets hidden in 

the art.
215

 This type of representation enhanced the memorising of the linguistic 

narrative by the correlation of pictures with words.
216

 These are important elements 

particularly if considered in light of their significance to geo-politics. Since the frontier 
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has been constituted from both an imaginary and a real geography, visual 

representations of the mythology tend to be presented as a map that can signify 

metaphorical as well as actual religious-political directionality. Atkins‟ examination of 

early American pilgrim art supports the argument here. He writes of the way in which 

these representations were intertwined with notions of empire:  

[On] the one hand,  … the idea of conversion is baldly fashioned within the 

image of conquest … On the other hand, such a portrayal suggests an uneasy 

tension with the common (and seemingly accurate) conception of the Pilgrims as 

a model of tolerance.
217

 

 

This legacy of American pilgrim iconography which attempts to mediate the tension 

between tolerance for other theologies and the containment of those other beliefs plays 

an important role in the text. The above theoretical paradigms provide a useful set of 

comparisons for the analysis of imagery in Be Here Now.  

In explaining to the reader that there have been three phases in the New Age, 

Dass seeks to shape the viewer‟s response to the images by placing the visuals within 

this post-war American context. The historical influence of Protestant visual traditions 

is evident because Dass employs language to direct the viewer to a spiritual 

understanding.
 
Looking at the visual order, the artwork on the cover indicates that this is 

decidedly an American representation. Firstly, Leonardo da Vinci‟s „Vitruvius Man‟, 

with its association with the Old World, has been reworked and the human figure is 

displaced with a ladderback chair that resembles those made famous in the celibate 

Shaker communities. This important American icon of the frontier takes on further 

significance in a period when pilgrim images were also circulating in political rhetoric. 

First, this illustration draws upon the idea of the permanence of the American 

community in the landscape. For instance, the allusion to the Shakers is representative 

of how the agrarian ideal of farming, the taming of the land, was embedded in the 

Protestant work ethic.
218

 In this light, it can be seen that the agrarian signifier deployed 

in Cold War rhetoric is historically related to depictions of the successful pilgrim 

possession of the frontier. Accompanied with the imperative words “REMEMBER BE 

HERE NOW”, themselves informed by the historical Puritan typology of the “remaining 

Now”, this cover shows the influence of didactic visual traditions (capitals in 

original).
219

 Secondly, the reworking of the abstract features of da Vinci‟s diagram 

employs the geometric features integral to Neo-Vedanta visualisations. Here Dass 
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utilises the spheroid which signifies “manifestation”.
220

 Moreover, this philosophy also 

includes a discourse on the importance of furniture. Amita Sinha offers insight into this 

perspective: 

The vaastu shastras are based upon a metaphysical design philosophy which 

underlies the construction of furniture, vehicles, building details, buildings, and 

settlements. Design geometry is an abstraction of an anthropomorphic form 

called purusha which is also a symbol of self. The vaastu shastras outline a 

theory of environmental design based upon person-place identity. Both sacred 

and secular structures are governed by its design principles.
221

 

 

The “person-place” relationship that is offered on the cover page is, then, evidence that 

the American self-place matrix has displaced both the European and the Indian images 

that might be expected to appear. Thus there is a colonial and a post-colonial urge that 

defines the cover, indicating that the title works as a visual hybrid. Such a cover 

establishes a frame of reference for the remaining visuals as well as the narrative. 

Although the role of guru is an important one that Dass takes on, his occupation of the 

role of architect who employs the vaastu shastras seems more significant:  

The architect is known as the sthapati (stha, that which is fixed and pati, master), 

one who presides over construction of an edifice … [who] is required to be well-

versed in more than one branch of learning including mathematics, astrology, 

and the vedas. … In his work he mimics the primordial act of creating the 

universe. He has vaastu shastra as codified knowledge to guide him, yet he 

applies his own intuitive judgment when the occasion demands … He is called 

upon when a new settlement is founded or an old one extended.
222

 

 

Thus the text itself in its narrative and pictorial representations of Dass‟s sojourn in 

India also functions as the site of a “new settlement”.  

 The artistic illustrations inside the text further support the suggestion of the 

influence of Puritan imagery. For instance, it can be argued that the pilgrims generally 

sought to draw themselves into the frontier landscape in what might be argued to be a 

means of sacralising the physical environment.
223

 Although Dass‟s visuals do not depict 

actual geography, his representation of cosmology, particularly with the many images of 

Jesus set amongst geometrical and abstract designs, serves to create a sense of unlimited 

sacralised space not unlike that employed in Neo-Vedanta philosophy. However, that 

this sacralisation occurs in American terms suggests that this unlimited space is 

conceived here as another new frontier, another “wilderness [that] is not hedged in, nor 
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fenced about”.
224

 For example, the image of Christ being nailed to the cross is explained 

through American hippie discourse. Jesus, Dass states, “DIGS WHY THE CAT‟S 

DOING IT” (p. 107 capitals in original). Another depiction of the crucifixion is 

accompanied by the words: “YEAH I‟M GOING TO DIE WOW! DIG THAT! (p. 20 

capitals in original). The illustration of “The Heart Cave”, a concept in Indian beliefs, is 

rhetorically associated with “THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN”, where one must 

“START AGAIN” to enter into “THE ENERGY …. COSMIC CONSCIOUSNESS” (p. 

1 capitals in original). The image of the snake, a symbol of spiritual rebirth in 

reincarnation traditions, is reconfigured as “IT‟S ALL THE SAME TRIP” (p. 2 capitals 

in original). Where Dass draws upon images of the natural world, for instance, the 

butterfly, the centrality of the self is emphasised appears in the statement that tells the 

viewer “I AM IN EVERYTHING/EVERYTHING IS ME/I AM THE BLISS OF THE 

UNIVERSE” (p. 7 capitals in original).    

Although some of the images are of Indian origin such as the symbols of Yin 

and Yang and the god Kali, the complementary written commentary divests them of 

their traditional meanings. While the vision of Kali, the “DIVINE MOTHER” who is 

“SEDUCTIVE”, is offered from the Indian representational perspective, Dass requests 

that the viewer “HONOR” the “DIVINE MOTHER” in the image of a naked white 

woman (pp. 49 and 51 capitals in original). The manner in which popular imaginings of 

gods such as Kali are included suggests that the preferred viewer is an American male 

who is to look at India (and white American women) through the eyes of the guru Dass. 

This arrangement of the visual space enacts the racial (and gendered) binary in frontier 

philosophy noted by Morgan. So, when Dass states he prefers the simplicity of 

Buddhism to what he calls the “gauche”, the “bizarre”, and the “melodramatic” style of 

(popular) Hinduism, this statement is not substantiated within either his narrative or his 

art (Bhagwan Dass par 23). Rather, Be Here Now is an American masculinist taming 

not only of the real geography of India, but also of the spiritualised geography 

employed in Indian nationalist discourse. 

  The title of this art section, “From Bindu to Ojas”, indicates that, as in didactic 

discourse, there is a narrative with a starting point headed towards a particular 

destination, one mapped into the art itself. Michaels agree with Dass in defining ojas as 

life energy, or the highest form of life energy (p. 119).
225

  More specifically, Atler notes 

that “ojas is the term used to describe the aura of enlightenment” in Indian asceticism, 
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which is considered to be achieved by an inner ejaculation that traverses the spine.
226

 By 

comparison, “bindu” is the term given to semen in this discourse.
227

 The spiritual 

journey denoted from bindu to ojas is therefore one that begins in the material body and 

eventuates in the symbolic celibacy of the ascetic.
 
The appropriation of the terms bindu 

and ojas by Dass is particularly important because of the significance accorded to these 

concepts in Indian nationalism. Atler offers an interesting analysis of this understanding 

of the celibate Indian ascetic. What he calls theories of “„man in the body‟” usually 

become prominent during times of social and political upheaval.
228

 Ascetic masculinity 

offers a “regimen of self-control, balance, and integration of the self with natural truth”, 

one exploited by political leaders such as Gandhi.
229

 Considered beyond the realm of 

social relations, ascetics could be positioned as “social critic[s]”, and so the role of the 

ascetic is a distinctly political one.
230

 According to Atler, “[a]s the body is made the site 

of nationalism”, the male ascetic could signify Indian ideals.
231

 Although asceticism 

may seem to work against nationalist ideals of conquest and domination, it positions 

ideas of truth into the bio-chemistry of the male body, and thus by self-mastery, 

nationalist values materialise through the physical body.
232

 What can be deduced here is 

that the ascetic as a social critic embodying India is reconstructed in Neo-Vedanta 

discourse, like that of Krishnamurti, to appear within the figure of the supposedly 

celibate guru. 

Conversely, Western understandings of the sexed body of the era, particularly if 

the anxieties surrounding feminist agitation and the Vietnam War are considered, 

located male sexuality as “an ideology of domination, self-gratification and control of 

others”, an image of American men that Nixon sought to avoid by specifically utilising 

ideas related to the pilgrim.
233

 Similarly, the evocation of the celibate Shakers by Dass 

works to present an equally benign American masculinity. Yet, through their 

appropriation of ascetic practice, the white bodies of Bhagwan Dass and Ram Dass 

absorb and thus reconfigure Indian nationalist ideals. Furthermore, the dual function of 

Ram Dass as both character and narrator, allows him to merge the identities of the 

ascetic and the guru. Consequently, the narratorial division employed by Kerouac and 
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Castaneda is reconfigured here under an Indian guise in which the guru, who is higher 

in rank, “teaches” while the lower ascetic “manifests”.
234

 As in both On The Road and 

The Teachings of Don Juan, this textual device allows what New Age discourse calls 

the higher self to direct the lower self.
 
Consequently, this particular representation of 

self and other validates both the self-transformation of Dass and the role his two 

„selves‟ played in co-ordinating this fusion, a role recognised and rewarded by the 

bestowal of enlightenment by Maharaji. The transformation of Ram Dass, one that is 

both read and seen, is complete.    

 In the remaining sections, “Cookbook for a Sacred Life” and “Painted Cakes”, 

Dass considers the first of these to be representative of a “manual” which offers a 

“variety of techniques” for “the living of daily life” (p. 1).
235

 Here a range of exercises 

are included for hatha-yoga and meditation among others. What is noticeable is that, in 

contrast to Krishnamurti, Dass‟s manual includes a regimen for the enactment of ascetic 

philosophy. For example, he provides the „recipe‟ for proper sleep, the eating of food 

and renunciation of desire. Such an inclusion signifies that Dass seeks to transfer the 

ideals of the ascetic into the body of his reader, and thus ensure the continued enactment 

of his discourse. In the bibliography, “Painted Cakes”, which offers titles for future 

reading, Dass lists influential Neo-Vedanta texts alongside Orientalist Western books by 

writers such as Helene Blavatsky of the Theosophical Society and Evans-Wentz, as well 

as Americans like Thoreau. As for actual associations that the reader might contact for 

further spiritual information, none are in India. All are located in California, 

Washington or New Mexico.  

The linear narrative represented in the opening sections, “The Journey”, and the 

freezing of the conceptions of endless time and space achieved through the inclusion of 

iconography in “From Bindu to Ojas” conform to the chronotopic expectations of the 

New Age reader. The manual, “Cookbook for a Sacred Life”, and the bibliography, 

“Painted Cakes”, which together function as what might be considered the after-life of 

the pilgrim narrative to be enacted at home, complete the overall structure of the book. 

Unlike The Teachings of Don Juan or On The Road, this text relies less on narrating the 

methodology than upon providing proof of the transformation. What is emphasised 

through the structure of Be Here Now is the importance of the concept of the „sacred 

text‟ and an accompanying commentary that ensures some of the charisma of both the 

“holy figure”, Dass, and the “holy site”, India, continue after the pilgrim has returned 
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home to the United States.
236

 Thus the New Age presents a similar understanding of the 

relevance of writing to culture as the Puritans, which Atkins describes as the “increasing 

importance of literacy as a mode of religious authority and awareness [alongside] 

growing individualism”.
237

     

Like the historical pilgrim writings, Be Here Now encompasses the range of 

ideological and literary devices developed in their literature, since Dass narrates and 

depicts the central elements of “departure, voyage, arrival, settlement, development and 

lasting dedication to God‟s purpose in history” in American terms.
238

 As a New Age 

pilgrim, Dass has written a “spiritual autobiography”, one that derives from this 

“accepted Puritan form”.
239

 From these critical perspectives, it can be seen that On The 

Road also adheres to many of the above understandings of pilgrimage. The narrative is 

derived from a chronotopic space like the one Sal the narrator enters into while in the 

sacred site of Mexico, and the „sacred text‟ that is offered to those yet to undertake the 

journey is the novel itself. The Teachings of Don Juan is another example. Thus in the 

literary history of the New Age, the importance accorded to a biographical topography 

associated with a sacralised site suggests its Christian influence.
240

 However, 

Christianity offers a hierarchical spiritualised geography associated with the Bible, for 

instance, Jerusalem figures as the most important, followed by other regions which 

might be closer to the pilgrim‟s home, like Canterbury or Rome. By contrast, New Age 

pilgrimage sites which have become a major feature of the genre, are variously 

positioned along the geo-political frontier, and so this merging of religion and geo-

politics indicates its distinctly American influence. As Atkins writes:  

Less so with historians than popularizers of a Puritan mythos, the evocation of a 

„golden age‟ existing less as past fact than future promise, comes to dominate 

the sense of „Puritan tradition‟. This … is at the heart of „explaining‟ America, 

with all its promise as a New World.
241

  

 

The popularity of New Age offerings of guru philosophy like The Krishnamurti Reader 

and Be Here Now led many hippies to journey to India in the pursuit of this experience. 

With nationalism reconstructed within the body of the pilgrim coupled with a sense of 

national vulnerability at home with the unfolding of the Watergate crisis, perhaps it is 
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less surprising that a New Age possession of this particular frontier was undertaken. 

Since economic prosperity continued into the 1970s for those Americans who 

participated in the New Age movement, many could depart for the east, creating a 

hippie trail en-route to India that would last much of the seventies.  

More important then are the political consequences that arise from the 

appropriation of racialised spiritualities and the subsequent American possession of 

their respective geographies. For example, Stephens discusses New Age posters which 

advertised the 1967 San Fransisco Be-in. She writes: 

They featured the image of a Shaivite sadhu … accompanied by a Plains Indian 

on his horse, with a guitar cradled in his left arm (instead of the gun from the 

original photograph on which the poster was modelled). Gary Snyder … 

describes these images as „the Indians and the Indian‟, thereby expressing the 

(deliberate) way the two were conflated.
242

 

 

Stephens further claims this representational hybrid “collapsed together like two hollow 

names: their histories and distinct identities playfully rearranged with ironic 

irreverence”.
243

 However, as discussed in Chapter Two, white New Age images of the 

American Native Indian worked to support white political endeavours. Similarly, this 

chapter has argued that sub-continental Indianness could be employed to similar ends, 

that this invented „Indianness‟, also held out the possibilities for liberation and 

containment. White representations of the Indian therefore represented an appropriation 

of the agrarian other for geo-political as well as spiritual use.   

 

**** 

 

Exodus      

Nixon‟s astute evocation of pilgrim history and American Independence as 

political metaphors of national unity was embraced by the American people and the 

effects of his agenda resonated throughout the remainder of this decade. By the 

downplaying of the dangers of the Soviet Union and China, India emerged as the larger 

threat to US interests. Through the rhetoric and practice of détente and devolution, 

Nixon‟s presidency helped shape a new direction in the New Age by reworking the geo-

politics of the frontier. While Indian nationalists also sought to further India‟s prospects 

during the period, the use of Orientalist perceptions of India, in political and guru 

discourse, was not successful in reframing India in its own terms. And so when 
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Krishnamurti stated in regard to himself: “the speaker is not in any way representing 

India, nor any of its philosophies”, it seems little had changed since Emerson‟s 

statement a century earlier that “[w]e read the Orientals but remain Occidental”.
244

 Thus 

the continuing vision of India as “the land of eternal spirituality” greatly contributed to 

pilgrimages to this frontier, resulting in what Stephens calls the New Age 

“consumption” of India.
 245

       

Through the successive administrations of Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter from 

the mid-1970s, the disillusionment that followed the Watergate crisis was perhaps more 

deeply experienced in light of the cultural faith placed in pilgrim ideology, the “beacon 

of hope”.
246

 The subsequent pardon of Nixon by Ford did little to placate American 

voters, whose wrath materialised when Ford failed to win the presidency in his own 

right. By contrast, Carter‟s image as a religious man of the south offered the potential to 

represent and reinstate American national philosophy in southern terms like those 

initiated by Nixon. Yet Carter, too, failed to appreciate the significance of the role 

American history plays in shaping national beliefs. Thus, when Carter stated to the 

American people, “just as we are losing our confidence in the future, we are also 

beginning to close the door on the past”, such rhetoric was the antithesis of American 

national philosophy.
 247

 While Carter‟s “denunciation of history as a regenerative force” 

does signify that he was employing the strategy of lament in nationalist discourse, that 

his rhetoric was unaccompanied by the sense of optimism in the future cast doubt upon 

the effectiveness of his presidency.
248

 Through their inability to connect with American 

culture, as part of that culture, the Ford and Carter administrations consequently failed 

to leave a lasting impact on New Age literature. Nonetheless, Carter‟s focus upon 

human rights was to set the foundation for the next Democrat President Bill Clinton in 

the 1990s, and these issues will be discussed further in Chapter Five. In sum, Nixon‟s 

rhetorical use of the pilgrim and Independence to fortify the nation, themes that 

valorised pilgrimage in pursuit of liberty and salvation, encouraged the use of the 

imaginary Indian in New Age discourse during the 1970s. As Nixon had prophetically 

uttered: “The American dream does not come to those who fall asleep”.
249

    

 

****  
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Chapter Four 

 

 

Reach for the Stars (and Stripes) 

 

 

 

[L]et us begin an era of national renewal. … And let us renew our faith and our hope. … And as we 

renew ourselves here in our own land, we will be seen as having greater strength throughout the world.
1  

 

 

 

I began my training now … In a matter of months, I started to feel a renewed sense of well-being that I 

hadn‟t felt in years.
2
  

 

  

 

Writing destiny    

 By the mid-1980s, perceptible differences were appearing in New Age texts 

from those of earlier decades. Although generic devices and ideals of liberty and 

salvation were maintained, such as the discursive interplay of science and faith, and the 

insistence upon the reading of the texts for realisation of enlightenment, New Age 

spiritual masters were now located within the American landscape. The source of 

spiritual knowledge underwent a major transformation from its former imagined 

location in the third world to the first world of the United States. This transformation 

altered both the racial identity of the New Age guide and the way in which spiritual 

wisdom was expressed. This period also signalled a widespread acceptance of a name 

change to the movement from that of „hippie‟ to the New Age.
3
 Philip Deloria writes:  

„New Age‟ spans an ambiguous time period … Although one might point back 

to the counterculture or to the self-actualization movements of the 1970s, it was 

not until the early 1980s … that New Age first became visible under that name.
4
 

 

It will be argued that the change in the name of the movement was also a signifier 

which marked a shift in the racial strategies employed in New Age literature of the era. 

Thus it was a „new age‟ in the history of the movement itself.  

 Recalling the American influence upon representations of India in New Age 

discourse during the 1970s, it is significant that New Age writings of the 1980s were 

                                                 
1
 Ronald Reagan, “First Inaugural Address, January 20, 1981,” Ronald Reagan: The Heritage Foundation 

Remembers, paragraphs 15 and 22.   

http://www.reagansheritage.org/reagan/html/reagan01_20_81.shtml (accessed 14/8/05). 
2
 Millman, p. 189.  

3
 In the Oxford English Dictionary, it is noted that an earlier use of the term “New Age” in relation to the 

modern movement was first used by David Spangler in 1971, however, the popularisation of the term 

rapidly grew from the early 1980s.   
4
 Deloria, pp. 174-175. Heelas also notes this change in terminology across this same period. See Heelas, 

p. 1.    
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dominated by an overt commitment to white American values and identities. Texts that 

best represent this cultural shift are Louise Hay‟s You Can Heal Your Life (1984), The 

Way of the Peaceful Warrior: A Book That Changes Lives (1984) by Dan Millman, and 

Opening to Channel: How to Connect with Your Guide (1987) by Sanaya Roman and 

Duane Parker. The first of these demonstrates a wider engagement with national 

philosophy than earlier New Age writings, with the inclusion of the American ideal of 

spiritual prosperity. The second text can be read as a transitional work that moves the 

New Age closer toward evangelical representations of the Christian soldier. The third 

text revisits early New Age writings like The Psychedelic Experience by positioning its 

narrative within a framework of American space technology. It will be argued that these 

texts are compatible with the contemporaneous presidential discourse of Ronald 

Reagan, who encouraged the spiritual awakening of the United States as the means to 

invigorate its political culture and so provide the nation with the necessary national 

strength to combat Communism. A crucial component of his rhetoric was the restoration 

of the autonomous American Christian self as one that would enact its white historical 

mission. Cultural interpretations of race therefore played a major role in Reagan‟s 

discourse and, it will be shown, in all three New Age texts. 

  

 Mythical marketing 

 After winning office in 1980, Ronald Wilson Reagan continued the post-war 

presidential strategy of shaping rhetorical themes to unite domestic issues and foreign 

affairs. Like previous presidents, Reagan also individualised his understandings of 

national philosophy by deploying, in this case, more specific images of Manifest 

Destiny ideology.
5
 Consequently, the historical associations between Protestantism and 

commerce gained far greater exposure in his rhetoric than in that of earlier presidents, 

for example Kennedy or Johnson. In drawing attention to these central features of 

Manifest Destiny discourse, Reagan encouraged fundamental changes in the 

construction and interpretation of the white American self in a political discourse 

dominated by themes of national renewal. Garry Wills writes how Reagan “not only 

represent[ed] the past, but resurrect[ed] it as a promise of the future”.
6
 Michael Schaller 

et al. agree, stating Reagan “tapped a popular yearning to restore a sense of community, 

real or imagined, that had been lost over the previous two decades”.
7
 Reagan 

                                                 
5
 Reagan‟s thematic use of Manifest Destiny suggests continuity with the rhetorical political trajectory 

developed by Nixon in his images of the pilgrim and the American Revolution.  
6
 Garry Wills, Reagan’s American (1985; New York: Penguin Books, 1988), p. 447.       

7
 Schaller et al., p. 444.  
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consistently focussed upon the Manifest Destiny images of religion, commerce and 

progress in his anti-Communist propaganda as the means by which to fortify the United 

States, and win the Cold War.   

In particular, political factors which had led to a national sense of loss by the 

onset of the eighties were also important reasons for Reagan‟s successful presidency 

and the influence of his administration upon New Age writings. The effects of the 

Carter presidency had lingered on, creating images of national and international 

frustration, paralysis and despair. Domestic perceptions grew that the United States had 

lost much of its former power due to its inability to protect itself from external threats, 

exemplified by the drawn-out Iranian hostage crisis, and its lack of solutions to 

economic issues, such as the oil embargoes and stagflation.
8
 However, these same 

factors provided an opportunity for Reagan to present his vision of a great America 

overcoming these trials, a representation which echoed the jeremiads‟ construction of 

national loss as a meaningful aspect in the continued regeneration of national life.  

  In seeking to renew the nation, Reagan argued for a reconsideration of the 

function of the federal government. James W. Ceaser writes that Reagan was intent on 

transforming public philosophy, that he attempted to “chang[e] how people think about 

the role of government and about the mission of the United States in the world” by 

redefining political paradigms away from what he saw as “the misguided theories and 

practices of the previous era of liberalism”.
9
 Bert A. Rockman also states that Reagan 

sought to reconstruct both “public policies …. and the political landscape”.
10

 For 

instance, in his acceptance speech for the Republican candidacy in 1979, Reagan asked 

that voters transform their expectations of politicians in the following terms:  

 [L]eaders in our government have told us that, we, the people, have lost 

 confidence in ourselves; … [I]t is true there is a lack of confidence …. But the 

 confidence we have lost is confidence in our government's policies … [We 

 must] see government once again the protector of our liberties, not the 

 distributor of gifts and privilege. … Government cannot be clergyman, teacher 

 and patriot. It is our servant, beholden to us.
11

   
 

Reagan also reconceptualised the American citizen.
 
By reminding the modern polity of 

the greatness of founding fathers, for instance, Jefferson and Washington, Reagan 

                                                 
8
 Schaller et al. define stagflation as “persistent slow growth coupled with rising prices”. See Schaller et 

al., p. 412. 
9
 Ceaser, pp. 173 and 187. Italics in original.  

10
 Bert A. Rockman, “The Style and Organization of the Reagan Presidency,” in Jones, ed., The Reagan 

Legacy, p. 11. 
11

 Ronald Reagan, “Official Announcement of Candidacy for President, November 13, 1979,” Ronald 

Reagan: The Heritage Foundation Remembers, paragraphs 37 and 40. 
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foregrounded the image of the hero in his interpretation of Manifest Destiny discourse.
12

 

He reminded voters in his First Inaugural Speech in January 1981: “We have every right 

to dream heroic dreams. Those who say that we‟re in a time when there are no heroes, 

they just don't know where to look”.
13

 Reagan continued, claiming that heroic “values 

sustain our national life”.
14

 However, Reagan‟s heroic citizens were not those known for 

their extraordinary feats. Rather, they were, he said, the people who “every day [were] 

going in and out of factory gates” and they were on “both sides of [the] counter”.
15

 Thus 

ordinary people living ordinary lives, like those who, according to the mythology, had 

built the nation of America, were elevated to the status of “heroes”, by their rhetorical 

positioning alongside imposing historical figures.
 
   

Reagan‟s vision for national fortification continued the southern interpretations 

of Protestantism initiated by Nixon as the driving force in the revitalisation of national 

beliefs. He had insisted in 1979 that “this nation hungers for a spiritual revival”.
16

 By 

1983, he was claiming that the restoration in faith was already well underway: “There's 

a great spiritual awakening in America, a renewal of the traditional values that have 

been the bedrock of America's goodness and greatness”.
17 It is important to briefly 

discuss the connections between the political and religious domains in order to 

contextualise this “awakening”. While Carter had also sought to capitalise upon 

associations between southern Christianity and the presidency, Schaller et al. write that 

it was Reagan who “captured the movement masterfully for the Republican Party”.
18

 

Increasing in strength from 24% of the population in the 1960s to 40% by the late 

1970s, the evangelical Christian movement had become a political and social force.
19

 

The defection of southern Democrat voters to the Republican Party ended a long 

political alliance after Civil Rights Bills alienated white voters who were disaffected by 

the political disruption to former race relations in the south.
20

  

                                                 
12
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 Through television ministries, the high profile of leading figures in various 

associations of Christian radicals, such as Jimmy Bakker and Pat Robertson, gave 

weight to the prevailing political perception that America was in the midst of a spiritual 

renewal, for Reagan endorsed their religious philosophy, also describing himself as 

“born again”.
21

 When speaking to the National Association of Evangelicals, he argued 

that the founders of American democracy “never intended to construct a wall of 

hostility between government and the concept of religious belief itself”.
22

 Reagan 

continued, discussing the importance of faith for the United States by explaining to 

them that “[o]ne recent survey by a Washington-based research council concluded that 

Americans were far more religious than the people of other nations; 95 percent of those 

surveyed expressed a belief in God”.
23

 Because Reagan courted their political influence, 

these evangelical Protestants and their congregations were increasingly constructed as 

integral to the complete restoration of American identity, patriotism and pride. 

 The second dimension of Manifest Destiny, commerce, also had a major 

function in both political discourse and policy. Martin Anderson, a close friend of 

Reagan and one of his advisors, claims that the economy was “the first and over-riding 

concern” of the Republicans.
24

 To promote citizen initiative and responsibility, 

Reagan‟s rhetoric moved from “thrift to plenty”, constructing “a bold new world of 

endless supply” from theories of supply-side economics in order to offset social reliance 

upon the federal government.
25

 According to Paul E. Peterson and Mark Rom, Reagan 

insisted that the entrepreneurial spirit of the United States was in jeopardy because 

government programs such as welfare and Medicare destroyed “individual incentives to 

work”.
26

  Ceaser claims Reagan took the position that  

[m]any had come to expect too much of the federal government, to look to it for 

policies of positive action to cope with all the major areas of societal activity 

and to resolve every social problem.
27
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Arguing “government is the problem”, Reagan set an agenda for increased individual 

responsibility, particularly in the area of commerce.
28

 The stronger political focus upon 

the importance of individual control of one‟s financial and social destiny encouraged the 

American people to consider personal responsibility as an aspect of patriotic duty.    

 To persuade voters to support this new economic paradigm, Reagan stated that a 

free economy was indisputably linked with the realisation of a free world, declaring, 

“We foresee a flowering of economic growth and individual liberty in a world at 

peace”.
29

 With this rhetorical conjunction of liberty, peace and the economy, it is not 

surprising that economic issues soon became “the central perceived reality” and, 

Peterson and Rom claim, “dominated public discourse”.
30

 According to Beck, by 1984, 

as the recession waned, voters increasingly associated Reagan with the idea that the 

Republicans were the “party of prosperity”.
31

  

 

The shield is mightier than the sword    

 Reagan also stressed the importance of the Monroe Doctrine to national 

philosophy. He considered that “[t]he American concept of peace goes well beyond the 

absence of war”, and he told the American people that “[w]e must recognize that 

progress and the pursuit of liberty is a necessary complement to military security”.
32

    

On the international front, some in Reagan‟s administration such as Jeane Kirkpatrick 

saw Reagan as able “to establish new policies and … restore the country‟s strength for 

the continuing [anti-Soviet] struggle”.
33

 Scholars such as Ceaser agree, claiming Reagan 

sought to put the United States “on guard and ready to engage … in a struggle against 

communism”.
34

 Reagan‟s major drive in his foreign policy was the creation of the 

United States as “the world‟s greatest military power”, and his ability to manipulate 

perceptions of American weakness allowed him to forge the “largest peacetime defense 

build-up in history”.
35

 Fearing the West was softening on its opposition to Communism, 

Reagan took measures that increasingly positioned the United States, according to 
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Wills, as “unilateralist (if not isolationist)” in its responses to international 

agreements.
36

 While limiting involvement in international organisations, Reagan by 

contrast saw no limits to American prowess. He argued that limitations belonged only to 

the individual, that they were “not America‟s”.
37

   

 Yet, despite the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the civilians rhetorically 

constructed as being most at risk from Communism during the escalation in the nuclear 

arms race were Americans themselves. This rhetorical position was derived from two 

factors. Firstly, the call for Communist containment alone was insufficient to sustain 

American political momentum.
38

 Dissent that had arisen over approaches to foreign 

policy since the Vietnam War meant Reagan encountered much opposition, including 

the growing anti-nuclear movement.
39

 The Cold War bipartisan support for the 

international application of the Monroe Doctrine had deteriorated. The lack of 

Congressional and public backing for military intervention overseas meant Reagan 

needed to cast his containment policy in ways that both the American Congress and the 

American public would find palatable.
 
This situation contributed to Reagan‟s reframing 

of Communism in a vague yet nonetheless threatening and sinister light. He argued:  

 The defense policy of the United States is based on a simple premise: The 

 United States does not start fights. We will never be an aggressor. We 

 maintain our strength in order to deter and defend against aggression - to 

 preserve freedom and peace.
40

 

 

Accordingly, Reagan needed a new „just cause‟. To rouse public support, he constructed 

the Soviet Union as “an evil empire”, drawing upon the religious binary between 

American democracy and Soviet Communism first expressed by Truman in the late 

1940s.
41

 The shooting down of the Korean Airlines flight 007 by Major Gennady 

Osipovich in a Soviet fighter plane in September 1983 gave credibility to Reagan‟s 
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argument that the United States did indeed require a strong foreign policy to contain the 

Soviet Union, and the majority of Americans (54%) now agreed with him.
42

  

Perhaps the most influential transformation in foreign policy rhetoric was the 

reconstruction of anti-Communism after the north-south configurations by Carter in 

which political significance was given to improving relationships between the first and 

third worlds.
43

 Once more the geographical east-west polarity, one which represented 

the political tensions between the first and second worlds, was disseminated as the most 

dangerous to global security.
44

 This use of the east and west was, however, not to be 

conceived as a horizontal geographical metaphor. Rather, geography was displaced by a 

political metaphor which juxtaposed the competing political systems of the United 

States and the USSR. As Reagan declared in 1981, “„There is no left or right. There's 

only an up or down‟. Up to the ultimate in individual freedom … or down to the 

totalitarianism of the ant heap”.
45

 It was a matrix which fused political and religious 

hierarchies; one that placed right-wing interpretations of democracy, Christianity and 

private enterprise at the top over Communism, atheism, and centralised economies 

below.    

  To further support his anti-Communist agenda, Reagan drew upon the third 

important pillar of Manifest Destiny philosophy, that of progress. Of significance to this 

aspect of nationalist discourse was the development of the Strategic Defense Initiative 

(SDI). Edward Teller, discussed earlier for his role in developing the hydrogen bomb 

during the 1950s, declared that a laser shield might shoot down Russian missiles from 

space. Since the United States considered itself the nation most at risk from Communist 

attack, such a laser was deemed necessary, for it could protect America in the event of a 

nuclear war. And so the Strategic Defense Initiative soon held pride of place among 

Reagan‟s policies.
 
One of Reagan‟s inner circle at the time, Martin Anderson, claims 

they believed “the technology [was] already there … and the cost [was] easily 
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affordable”.
46

 After Reagan began to rally support for his shield, or “Star Wars” as it 

was often called, the anxiety surrounding the arms race abated, for the SDI was 

premised upon Reagan‟s idea of a “missile-free world”.
47

 Its development had been 

encouraged in order to force “the total elimination one day of nuclear weapons from the 

face of the Earth”.
48

 According to Wills, it was considered by the Right to be, “a „nice‟ 

weapons system – defensive, not offensive; killing missiles, not people; finally sharable 

with others (even with the Russians) in an act of American altruism”.
49

 Importantly, the 

“Star Wars” program attracted international attention, which in turn evoked “national 

pride and patriotism”.
50

 The SDI project fitted neatly into the overall thematic 

framework of Reagan‟s administration in that it did not depend upon allies and 

alliances. Rather, it relied upon domestic consensus and superior American technology.
 
 

While criticism of Reagan‟s policies was voiced, his immense popular appeal 

decreased the influence critics had upon public opinion.
51

 For example, his insistence 

upon the privatisation of social welfare began to emerge in public forums, such as 

television programmes including The Oprah Winfrey Show. Significantly, these types of 

programmes share representational devices and ideological content employed in 

presidential discourse. The rhetorical mode which characterised these programmes, 

what Vicki Abt and Mel Seesholtz define as “the narrative that … we‟re all  „plain 

folks‟ interested in helping our fellow man [sic]”, differed little from that of Reagan, 

which Schaller et al. claim “projected common sense, … hero[ism] and grand traditions, 

and offered simple, reassuring answers to complex questions”.
52

 These shows also 

valorised political themes of individual responsibility for a wide range of social issues, 
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indicating that a transformation in public expectations of government was being 

realised.  

More importantly, this political and cultural reliance upon “common sense”, 

what Amy Elizabeth Ansell calls a discourse of “color-blindness”, indicates the manner 

in which Reagan‟s racial strategies were implemented.
53

 White American ideals could 

be disseminated yet remain seemingly distanced from criticisms of racism.
 
For instance, 

federal support for programs associated with racial disadvantage including Affirmative 

Action could be discontinued by the linking of individual responsibility with social 

issues.
54

 Consequently, peoples of colour could be “excluded from the national 

community” through the circulation of colour-blind images (and policies), creating what 

Ansell describes as “a new form of racism that operates without the category „race‟”.
55

 

Thus, the rhetorical mode of simplistic answers carries far greater symbolic weight as an 

interpretative linguistic device which demarcates the white self from a racial other.   

It will be argued that New Age texts of the period such as Louise Hay‟s You Can 

Heal Your Life also employed the textual mode of simple answers to complex issues 

while its narrative engaged with the new political constructions of the white American 

self. As a result, the genre of New Age literature not only began to embrace 

contemporary political topics like health and prosperity, but also rhetorically connected 

these issues with the responsibility of the individual. The ideal of defensive autonomy 

for the materialisation of peace also took root in the movement, exemplified by Dan 

Millman‟s The Way of the Peaceful Warrior: A Book That Changes Lives. The re-

emergent national pre-occupation with space encouraged a surge of interest in New Age 

aliens whose spiritual guidance could be channelled for the realisation of American 

liberty and peace. This aspect of the movement was best articulated by Sondra Roman 

and Duane Packer in Opening to Channel: How to Connect with Your Guide.  

With rhetoric urging a renewal of white American nationalism increasingly in 

cultural circulation, New Age writings adopted and adapted such images for their 

narratives, as will now be demonstrated. The ethical difficulties of nuclear war that had 

repeatedly emerged during times of conflict were diminished by the restoration of the 

religious dimensions of American political culture. More importantly, Reagan 

repositioned the imagining of the frontier from an internationalist site of anxiety to a 

national site of white strength. Such a construction was a radical departure from the 
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representations of the mythology and its associated third world imagery deployed in 

Cold War rhetoric since Truman‟s era. This transformation in the geo-political use of 

American national philosophy meant that the appropriation of spirituality from a racial 

other was displaced by the reinvigoration of the American religious self. In turn, textual 

representations of the third world were replaced by a New Age possession of the 

American landscape, including the space over the United States which could also 

function as a site where destiny was written. What becomes apparent in the analysis of 

these writings is the sense of white American optimism, reminiscent of the American 

jeremiads. In light of the success the United States was achieving politically, militarily, 

and economically in the early to mid-1980s, this aspect is perhaps less surprising, for 

American pride had begun to be restored with the Grenada invasion, the Olympics in 

Los Angeles, and an upturn in the economy.
56

    

 

****  

 

The abundance of abundance      

   Louise Hay‟s You Can Heal Your Life claims that a transformation of the self 

into one that is individually empowered is necessary. However, it will be established 

that Hay‟s seemingly universal representation is grounded in historical understandings 

of the American self by its thematic construction of the individual as a site of 

exploration and possession to be mastered through the control of language. More 

specifically, in accordance with the new political understandings of race, Hay displaces 

former New Age racial appropriations by positioning herself as the guide who will take 

the reader on a new journey into the self. Issues discussed by Hay relate directly to 

concepts of whiteness embedded in 1980s nationalist discourse, such as the politicised 

relationship between evangelical Christianity, healing, and commerce.  

Hay seeks to strengthen her reader in the areas of health and wealth by drawing 

upon the New Age merger of science and faith. Hay writes of her spiritual involvement 

with the Church of Religious Science, stating that after attending for some years, she 

eventually became a Minister in 1981.
57

 You Can Heal Your Life is premised upon the 

Christian tenets of this church, so it is important to include a brief history of its 

philosophy since its beginnings in 1927. Unlike previous New Age guides and teachers 

                                                 
56

 Ceaser, p. 195.  
57

 The Church was originally called The Institute of Religious Science and School of Philosophy when 

founded in 1927 by Ernest Holmes. See James Reid, “Dr Holmes: The First Religious Scientist,” The 

United Church of Religious Science, paragraphs 38-39. 

http://www.religiousscience.org/ucrs_site/our_founder/first_religious.html (accessed 16/8/05).     

http://www.religiousscience.org/ucrs_site/our_founder/first_religious.html


 188 

such as Krishnamurti or „don Juan‟ for whom a paranormal experience of spiritual 

enlightenment was considered significant, the founder of this church, Ernest Holmes, 

dismissed the idea that he was unique in his spirituality, for he “saw no visions, [and] 

had no hallucinations”.
58

 Because Holmes considered himself ordinary in his spiritual 

endeavours, his vision for this denomination offered an image of an American spiritual 

master akin to Reagan‟s new heroes.    

 The Church believes its central spiritual text, The Science of Mind (written by 

Holmes), to be “a reinterpretation of the universe by a process of thought which Jesus 

used”.
59

 Its theology considers the “spiritual sense of things”, the “One Infinite Mind” 

that controls all life, to be “the Consciousness of Christ”.
60

  From this philosophy, the 

Church articulates two significant perspectives that have been influential in New Age 

writings. Firstly, “The Science of Mind does not deny the physical universe. The 

objective universe is the Body of God. That body includes our physical being”.
61

 The 

indivisibility of the physical universe and the soul is an important belief for this Church 

and, as Huxley showed, for the New Age.
62

 Secondly, there is an emphasis upon the 

significance of thought processes for God and humanity:  

[H]ow could this God-power be used other than through his thought? Since it 

would be impossible for a man to act as an intelligent being unless he could first 

think, the very idea of man supposes a center of consciousness, a center of 

thought activity.
63

 

 

This Church maintains that a revolution in thinking is required in order to access the 

presence of God, that a transformation of the relationship between God and humanity is 

possible by reconceptualising the roles of both God and the believer. 

  In order to bring into being this new self, Hay opens the text by claiming that 

“[t]he gateways to wisdom and knowledge are always open” (p. 1). The author attempts 

to entice the reader into a chronotopic space that exists on the other side of this 

“gateway”.  In order to help the reader navigate their way into this site, Hay continues 

the established New Age literary tradition of publishing her text in the form of a 

manual. You Can Heal Your Life is divided into four Parts and an Appendix. Topics for 
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discussion in each Part are divided into chapters for easy reference, and each chapter 

contains guided exercises for the reader. However, an analysis of this structure provides 

evidence that this textual strategy continues the lament and celebratory binary which has 

historically appeared in national discourse.  

Further developing the literary theme of self-transformation by Ram Dass, Hay 

commences with a summary of her spiritual philosophy, one which immediately 

stresses at the beginning of the narrative that her transformation has already occurred. 

However, rather than seeking reader identification with the transformative experience of 

the writer as in Be Here Now, Hay seeks to guide the reader towards self-identification 

with the strategies for transformation offered in the text. Then in Part II, Hay delineates 

the various obstacles and issues, “the Problem” as she calls it, that might impede the 

reader, followed in Part III by an offering of healing prayers and affirmations, (positive 

statements that the reader is asked to recite, write and recall during various exercises) in 

five main areas: “Relationships”; “Work”; “Success”; “Prosperity” and “The Body”. 

Part IV works to confirm for the reader that the idea of transformation remains open-

ended, that transformation has occurred yet it can also continue to occur. As such, it 

reproduces the paradox inherent in nationalist philosophy. The use of simplistic 

language as the mode of delivery for You Can Heal Your Life further aligns it with 

political discourse, for, as Hay emphatically states, there are simple answers to complex 

issues, whether those be poverty or polio. 

The text opens with idealism and self-belief, expressed in phrases like 

“creat[ing] peace and harmony and balance” (p. 1). Like Reagan, Hay argues for a “new 

beginning” in order that the reader, like the “new Adam”, might become “the power and 

authority in [their] world” (p. 37).
64

 Hay explains the need for a transformed philosophy 

of the self by claiming, “the problem … comes from a thought pattern, and thought 

patterns can be changed!” (p. 34 italics in original). She implores her reader to not only 

“choose to make changes”, but also to make the “change inside” (pp. 41-42 italics in 

original). In an attempt to promote this transformation, Hay, too, argues that there is a 

prior lack of well-being in the reader which is caused by a problem in thinking, and 

therefore a transformation in ways of thinking about the self is the solution.  

 To illuminate reasons why the reader might “manifest” or “create” a problematic 

life, Hay devotes Part 1, “Introduction”, and Part II, “A Session with Louise”, to an 

examination of the problems caused by low levels of “self-approval and self-

acceptance” (pp. 6 and 9). She claims that the “central issue” is that the reader thinks of 
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themselves as “not good enough” (p. 23). Hay‟s understanding of reader psychology is 

that they suffer from a depressed sense of self, from a loss of confidence that is 

reminiscent of Reagan‟s interpretation of the American political malaise. Thus these 

sections lament the condition of the American self at the personal level. However, a 

sense of optimism soon pervades the text. As the Church of Religious Science 

maintains: 

 Wrong conditions are resolved into false beliefs, and through the use of right 

 ideas a transformation of thought takes place. We learn to build our ideas upon 

 an affirmative rather than a negative factor.
65

     

 

The issue of “right ideas” is evidence of Hay‟s implicit politics. Her spiritual 

philosophy is compatible with Reagan‟s, for she claims that in order to manifest 

potential, the reader must “transcend early limitations … [and] recognize [their] own 

magnificence and divinity” (p. 31 italics in original). Hay draws upon the redemptive 

ideal of the Church of Religious Science which states that “every man is a potential 

Christ”, and she insists that “this moment begins the new process” (p. 37).
66

 As such, 

these opening sections provide further support for the mythic creation of the new 

beginning, the ideal that underpins the entirety of American nationalism.   

It is helpful to look at the relationship between this text and Reagan‟s vision for 

the United States, for his exhortation in 1981 to consider that  

[t]here is, in America, a greatness and a tremendous heritage of idealism which 

is a reservoir of strength and goodness … there is need in America today for a 

reaffirmation of that goodness and a reformation of our greatness,
 
    

 

is literally expressed by Hay.
67

 The major nationalist feature of this text is the amount of 

control the text seeks over the language of the reader in the form of utterances called 

affirmations, to tap into this “reservoir”. Hay emphasises that the reader “must learn 

these Spiritual Laws and follow them to the letter”, since the Church maintains that “the 

practice of this science is the application of a definite technique, the law of right 

thought, of true spiritual understanding” (p. 88).
68

 Like the written commentary in 

Protestant didactic visuals, these linguistic devices are given the utmost significance, for 

their purpose is to displace an unfulfilled present with the materialisation of the reader‟s 

future prospects.
 
To visualise this destiny, affirmations are to be spoken in present 
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tense; the premise being that future manifestations may occur in real time.
69

 The 

function of affirmations is then to materialise an American spiritual destiny already 

inscribed within the reader. These affirmations can range from “Everything is working 

in Divine Right Order” to “I go from success to success and from glory to glory” (pp. 

92 and 111).  What is interesting about these affirmations is that Hay writes, “[t]here is 

no beginning and no end, only a constant cycling and recycling” of life (p. xiv). Yet 

later in the text, she includes affirmations which confirm that the “pathway is a series of 

stepping stones to ever greater successes” (p. 111). Thus, Hay employs the nationalist 

trope of destiny in which the linear narrative is employed only until such times that the 

transformation of the self is deemed to be achieved. Hay affirms this use of space and 

time by asking the reader to consider that that “whatever [they] need comes to [them] in 

the right time, space and sequence” (p. 9). To persuade the reader to employ her actual 

utterances, Hay provides various lists that demarcate categories of affirmations to be 

practised until they reach a level of proficiency by themselves. As Holmes wrote:  

[T]he first thing that any student of this science should do is determine to make 

daily use of it … Above all things, determine now to use this science. … and 

before the year is over you will have become an effective practitioner.
70

 

 

If the reader follows the advice given in the text, they may eventually dispense with the 

New Age tradition of an intercepting guide or mentor between the reader and the 

Divine. The long-standing Protestant tradition of direct communication with God is 

evoked.  

Although Hay‟s chapter on relationships is brief, she insists
 
that one has a 

relationship “with everything”, with “objects” as well as with “people” (p. 99). This is 

another important configuration because Hay sanctifies the relationship of the reader to 

the entire landscape.
 
Thus her primary focus in this small chapter is to encourage the 

reader to dismantle their “Us versus Them” perspective in an exercise titled the same, 

which is to be applied to family, friend or work situations (p. 100). Consequently, as in 

presidential discourse, no relationship is given priority over another in the form of 

“special” interest.
71

 All relationships are to be approached with the goal of cosmic 

unification. Hay‟s chapter on “Work” is also quite short, perhaps indicating that she 
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sees the issue of employment as being less important than the idea of a spiritual 

transformation that might be applied to the workplace. However, another political tenet 

can be detected. Wills writes of the Republican emphasis upon the work ethic in 

national philosophy which deems that “merit and hard work were the only paths to 

success”.
72

 Hay, too, considers a lack of individual achievement to be caused by a lack 

of either merit or the capacity for hard work. Hay writes that those who do not succeed 

in the workplace are those with “negative, defensive thinking” (p. 105). Instead, the 

reader needs to “bless” their employment (p. 106). They are to “affirm” for a “raise”, 

and the reader‟s degree of spiritual dedication will “either keep [them] there or lift 

[them] to a better position” (p. 107). By implication, failure to gain promotion or better 

job offers is related to the reader‟s level of individual spiritual commitment, making 

success in the workplace the responsibility of the individual. This New Age 

understanding of the employment context reflects the relationship between national 

narratives and market economy which, according to Wai-chee Dimock, treats the 

individual as “an autonomous unit, [a] human calculus … of both penalty and 

reward”.
73

 And so, as in concurrent political ideals, a large portion of this text fuses the 

reader‟s spiritual endeavours into the relationship between the individual and market 

forces.     

 Although the chapter on “Success” is also considered in a mere few pages, this 

section of the text is highly pertinent. The affirmations offered in this section articulate 

the range of spiritual dimensions found in Manifest Destiny discourse. For example, the 

reader is asked to embrace the following statements in their thinking: “There are plenty 

of customers for my services”; “I am a magnet for Divine Prosperity”; “Riches of every 

sort are drawn to me”; and “Golden Opportunities are everywhere for me” (p. 110). 

What is apparent in these affirmations is that this New Age paradigm of success 

incorporates commercial and spiritual goals. Furthermore, this paradigm is not bound by 

geography. According to Hay, success can manifest itself “everywhere”, indicating her 

global ambitions (p. 110). Perhaps Hay feels that the understanding of success is not 

one that needs lengthy discussion since her readers are presumed to know  that “it is 

[their] natural birthright to go from success to success all [their] life” (p. 109). Of 

significance to this globalised representation of Manifest Destiny ideology is that the 

figure of the racial other has completely disappeared. 
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 More attention is paid to the issue of economics in the chapter entitled 

“Prosperity”. For the first time in a major New Age work, commerce enters New Age 

discourse. In campaigning for his economic program, Reagan spoke to a joint session of 

Congress in 1981:  

 I think you've shown that you know the one sure way to continue the 

 inflationary spiral is to fall back into the predictable patterns of old economic 

 practices. Isn't it time that we tried something new?
74

 

 

Hay also opens her chapter on New Age economic theory with reference to traditional 

financial clichés such as “Save for a rainy day”, or “Rich people are crooks” (p. 114). 

However, she promptly divests them of their cultural significance as part of “old, 

limited thinking” (p. 114). Hay offers her New Age interpretation of commerce, or 

“prosperity” as it is known, as “feeling good about yourself. It is also the freedom to do 

what you want … when you want to … It is never an amount of money; it is a state of 

mind” (p. 114). Reagan‟s supply-side theories seem to have taken root in Hay‟s 

financial philosophy, for she also argues that prosperity is “an inexhaustible supply in 

the Universe” and that one needs to “keep the flow of things moving” (pp. 114 and 

115). Of interest here is Hay‟s metaphorical association of money with the landscape. 

She argues that prosperity exists in the natural world and, if the reader considers the 

abundance that exists in the number of “stars” and “raindrops”, they will see their life 

prospering like “the seeds in one tomato [where] [e]ach seed is capable of producing a 

vine with unlimited tomatoes on it” (p. 115).   

 Hay attempts to deflect attention from social causes of poverty by claiming that 

the reader is personally responsible for their level of prosperity. Poverty, according to 

Hay, emanates from a negative “belief in [one‟s] consciousness” (p. 115). Thus Hay‟s 

erasure of the material circumstances that can impact upon one‟s financial status, such 

as class, gender, race and age, is remarkably similar to that of the “[c]onservatives who 

saw poverty as the mark of personal failure”.
75

 Not only is the reader required to accept 

full responsibility for their lack of financial security, but Hay also implores them to 

bless those who do have money and be grateful that there is “so much abundance” for 

others (p. 120). Perhaps her most telling precept on finance is to “recognize prosperity 

everywhere, and rejoice in it”, whether or not one shares in that prosperity (p. 120).
76
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 Unlike the meaning associated with “simplicity” in Neo-Vedanta spirituality, 

New Age narratives including You Can Heal Your Life maintained an optimistic 

political commitment to financial prosperity, which positioned this new trend in the 

movement as one fully supportive of a free market-based economy.
77 

Wills discusses 

the capitalistic engagement of texts such as Hay‟s: “mind cure prohibits sad thoughts. It 

is the psychic concomitant of laissez-faire economics”.
78

 Writing in 1988, Anderson 

noted the enduring nature of supply-side economics and argued that Reagan‟s economic 

agenda would have lasting influence.
79

 That ideals of prosperity subsequently became 

the basis of a leading wing of the New Age movement which continues today indicates 

that Anderson‟s predictions have been correct.
80

    

 

The healing of a nation  

 Hay devotes the largest section of her text to a discussion of health and the body. 

While issues of the body may seem further removed from politics, there is nonetheless a 

vital political link between New Age healing and presidential rhetoric. Hay claims that 

much of the material in this section is derived from her earlier text, Heal Your Body 

(1979) (p. 123). In her theory of healing, Hay also refers to A Course in Miracles, a text 

purportedly channelled by a psychiatrist from Jesus in the 1970s (p. 8).
81

 Hay‟s New 

Age healing paradigm therefore draws from various therapeutic traditions within 

evangelical Christianity. Evangelicalism has, according to Wills, a “therapeutic 

character” emanating from its desire to “cure the sick soul”, which in turn produces a 

healthier body.
82

 This Christianised mediation of medical discourse was well-suited to 

the image of spiritual renewal Reagan sought to realise for the nation. And so, while the 

Church of Religious Science itself was not new, the popularisation of evangelical-styled 

expressions of healing was, and these were given further credibility by the wide 

coverage of televised southern-styled preachings.  

 What Hay accomplishes in this section is to provide both an explanation and an 

endorsement of a methodology for healing that Huxley raised as an issue in The Doors 

of Perception. He wrote:  

[T]he body seemed perfectly well able to look after itself. … All that the 

conscious ego can do is to formulate wishes, which are then carried out by 

forces which it controls very little and understands not at all. … [Yet] [w]hen it 
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worries, when it becomes apprehensive about the future - it lowers the 

effectiveness of those forces and may even cause the devitalised body to fall 

ill.
83

    

 

Hay claims that health (or lack thereof) is the outer manifestation of “continuous modes 

of thinking” which create either “„eases” or dis-eases‟” (p. 123). She provides for the 

reader “Probable Mental Patterns” from which she believes illnesses originate, as well 

as offering “New Thought Patterns or Affirmations” as their cure (p. 123). Hay claims 

she has a “90 to 95 percent” success rate in detecting negative thoughts that induce any 

given disease or disorder (p. 123). This chapter of the text proceeds with a discussion of 

illness and its correlative negative conditioning for each part of the body. Hay‟s 

simplistic approach is exemplified here. For instance, she defines problems with 

eyesight as “something we do not want to see” (p. 125). She asks, “Are you afraid to see 

the present or the future?” (p. 125). In another, Hay argues influenza is caused by a 

“[r]esponse to mass negativity and beliefs. Fear. Belief in statistics” (p. 180). Robert C. 

Fuller discusses this type of “empirical (i.e. experiential) and pragmatic” data 

articulated in healing rhetoric, arguing that this inclusion is used to substantiate the 

religious viewpoint offered.
84

 He further adds that understandings of healing which are 

indelibly associated with the wider environment, whether that be a spiritual or physical 

geography, have “proved to be an enduring vehicle of unchurched American 

religiosity”.
85

 In a discussion of New Age health discourse, Meredith B. McGuire 

examines the social implications of the language, noting that because religions in 

general attempt to tie “the individual to a larger reality”, representations of the sick 

body often become “expression[s] of social discord”.
86

 Hay‟s philosophy is a 

representative example of how the New Age also continues metaphorical associations 

with this social reality. McGuire‟s conclusion that linkages between spirituality and the 

body might be understood as “work by which the individual pursues the on-going 

project of constructing his or her self”, supports the argument here, that New Age 

healing engages with the nationalist reconstruction of the American self.
87

 

  Like Reagan who offered the “possibility of progress”, Hay entices the reader 

with the prospect of a better life if they subscribe to her progressive spiritual 
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philosophy.
88

 By arguing that “each [is] responsible for all of [their] experiences”, Hay 

indicates her preference for a philosophy of individualism which was complementary to 

White House rhetoric (p. xiii). However, Hay takes individual responsibility one step 

further. She claims:   

 We come to this planet to learn particular lessons that are necessary for our 

 spiritual evolution. We choose our sex, our color, our country; and then we 

 look around for the perfect set of parents who will „mirror‟ our patterns (p. 

 30). 

 

This New Age rendering of reincarnation modifies earlier understandings as spiritual 

evolution for the living. In Hay‟s Republican world of the 1980s, reincarnation is 

underpinned by absolute individual choice. Douglas R. Groothuis‟s comments provide 

an interesting insight into the orthodox Christian response to this New Age belief:  

 First, the doctrine [of reincarnation] … is called „transmigration‟. Westerners 

 ignore this fact and color the idea with hopes for self-development. But 

 according to the Eastern doctrine, one may come back as a dog, cow or gnat – 

 something decidedly less attractive than a more fully realized „human 

 potential‟. Second, the idea that reincarnation insures cosmic justice breaks 

 down. If one is being punished or rewarded in this life for deeds in a previous 

 life without the knowledge of that previous life, it is difficult to see how this 

 could be interpreted as „just‟.
89

 

 

Groothuis‟s argument is useful in identifying Hay‟s version of reincarnation because, 

when her philosophy of individualism is taken in conjunction with her emphasis upon 

“forgiveness”, Hay‟s understanding of “evolution” is, in fact, closer to the Christianised 

model of spiritual redemption (pp. 7-8).
 
 From this perspective, the Tibetan and Indian 

doctrines of reincarnation have undergone a New Age reduction to the extent that little 

is retained beyond white American concepts. The figure of the racial other is therefore 

defined by its absence. Complementing Reagan‟s rhetoric, whiteness, constructed here 

in a supposedly “benign race-neutral form”, materialises as its own source of spiritual 

strength.
90

  

 The positive reception of Hay‟s work was followed by a rapid rise in popularity 

of the ideas endorsed within the text.
91

 In turn, You Can Heal Your Life significantly 
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contributed to the development of new leading factions in the movement, such as the 

health and prosperity wings. Nonetheless, Hay‟s overriding thematic concern in the text 

is the need for transformation in New Age philosophy of the self. As Albanese writes, 

“In movement literature and language, attention to healing is pervasive … and [it] 

involves more than the physical body”.
92

 Thus despite Hay‟s interest in a variety of life 

concerns, in the final analysis she advocates one philosophy, a New Age interpretation 

of 1980s Manifest Destiny discourse, which was to be applied across the various aspects 

of the reader‟s life.  

 From this perspective, Hay‟s representation of her spiritual beliefs endorses 

Reagan‟s insistence that “[w]e do not have a social agenda, separate, separate economic 

agenda, and a separate foreign agenda. We have one agenda”.
93

 Hay‟s spiritual 

philosophy of the self therefore has much in common with Reagan‟s political vision for 

the United States. The New Age and politics meet once again.  As Hay affirms, “I am 

the power in the world. I choose to be free” (p. 47). Similarly, Reagan‟s Republicanism 

argued that “we have to offer America and the world a larger vision … a place where a 

free and energetic people can work out their own destiny under God”.
94

 Finally, You 

Can Heal Your Life was influential in the history of New Age literature in three major 

ways. Firstly, its inclusion of wealth and health in New Age discourse significantly 

altered the movement. Secondly, it openly endorsed a fusion of Christianity and science 

with New Age ideals of liberty and salvation. Thirdly, at the centre of Hay‟s narrative 

lies the implicit valorisation of the white American religious self. In conclusion, You 

Can Heal Your Life can be read as an easy borrowing between the discourses of New 

Age faith and presidential politics.  

 

**** 

 

The unwilling apprentice       

  Published in 1980, Dan Millman‟s novel The Way of the Peaceful Warrior: A 

Book That Changes Lives explores the relationship between two men, Dan and Socrates, 

in which, through the teachings of Socrates, Dan becomes his own spiritual man. 

However, the novel “died a quick death” after failing to capture the interest of New Age 

readers (p. 210). There was, according to Millman, confusion in bookstores on “where 
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to shelve it”, since the text did not neatly fit into established categories in New Age 

literature as discussed in the preceding chapters (p. 210). However, republished in 1984, 

the novel became a best-seller by 1986, going on to become a “publishing phenomenon 

read by millions of people in twenty languages” (p. 212).  

A political analysis provides a context for this later New Age interest in The 

Way of the Peaceful Warrior. That the novel employs New Age spirituality was 

insufficient to warrant reader attention during early 1980s, evidenced by the lack of 

sales in its first edition. Like the examples of New Age writings discussed so far, 

Millman‟s novel will be shown to be representative of the manner in which successful 

New Age texts parallel contemporary political discourse. These textual themes are the 

transformation of public philosophy through the reconstruction of the individual, the 

spiritual valorisation of the heroic yet ordinary white American, the importance of 

defence to maintain peace, and the construction of spiritual autonomy as power. As 

Millman points out in the Preface:  

I‟d always believed that a life of quality, enjoyment, and wisdom were my 

human birthright and would be automatically bestowed upon me as time passed. 

I never suspected that I would have to learn … that there were specific 

disciplines and ways of seeing the world [which] I had to master (p. xiii). 

 

In examining these “disciplines and ways of seeing”, it will be established that their 

ideological values and the representation of these values concur with presidential 

discourse. Millman adds in the “Afterword” that the novel narrates “a series of events 

… not unlike Alice when she tumbled down the rabbit hole into a realm of different 

realities and rules” (p.  209). Thus, an exploration of these altered dimensions is also 

necessary. What will emerge in this analysis is that despite the allusion to the British 

narrative of Alice in Wonderland, the manner in which these altered “realities” are 

expressed conforms to the chronotope constructed in American nationalist beliefs.    

 As in earlier New Age writings, Millman propounds the „way‟ in terms that 

address his political situation. In keeping with New Age literary practice, Millman 

identifies himself as a “faculty member at Stanford, U.C. Berkeley, and Oberlin 

College” at the end of the text (p. 213). He subsequently foregrounds his links to the 

academy by commencing the narrative in his undergraduate years at the “University of 

California at Berkeley” in the mid-late 1960s (p. xiii). Again, New Age discourse opens 

and closes within an American academic framework, a literary device which accords a 

notion of „truth‟ to the fictional portion of the narrative.  

Within this framework, Dan is encouraged to follow the teachings of his 

spiritual guide, Socrates, whose textual function is similar to that of Castaneda‟s don 
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Juan. Like don Juan, Socrates, complete with his “Mexican blanket”, is an enigmatic 

figure who is never fully known (p. 6). His origins are undisclosed, so, too, is his real 

name. It is only through the name Socrates, given to him by Dan that the reader comes 

to know this character. Millman‟s choice of name immediately highlights the political 

convictions of this character through associations with the Classical Greek philosopher. 

This aspect of Socrates‟ characterisation resonates with Reagan‟s assertion that “the 

robust individualism of the American experience was part of the deeper current of 

Western learning and culture”.
95

 Contrary to prior New Age representations of third 

world shamans and gurus, Millman (like Hay) amends this long-standing New Age 

preference by finding his spiritual teacher within this influential tradition of Western 

philosophy.  

There are a number of ways in which Millman creates similarities between his 

fictional mentor and Socrates that have political importance. Historically speaking, 

Socrates‟ legacy to the modern world is the leading role he played in a revolution in 

thinking.
96

 Similarly, the textual Socrates, like Reagan, seeks to create a new American 

philosophy of “how to live” by “rewir[ing] old habits of acting, of thinking, of 

dreaming, and of seeing the world” (pp. xiii and 104 italics in original). The Greek 

Socrates was considered to have had common origins.
97

 Likewise, Millman‟s Socrates 

is constructed as an ordinary individual, working an ordinary job. The influence of 

Reagan‟s political construction of the ordinary hero also can be read here, for the text 

argues that by being ordinary, one becomes empowered. For example, in reference to 

earlier New Age practice, Dan tells how he thought he was “to learn some ancient and 

esoteric secrets of India, Tibet or China” (p. 118). However, Socrates demands he 

complete “menial tasks” such as “[m]ak[ing] those toilets shine”
 
(p. 118). In doing so, 

Dan the student continues to live “an ordinary human life with ordinary human 

responsibilities” (p. 205). As spiritual guide, Socrates claims that one must stop being 

“superior in an ordinary realm”, for it was the time to be “ordinary in a superior realm” 
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(p. 141). As writer, Millman, too, argues in his “Afterword” that it is in the “school of 

everyday life” where one‟s spiritual destiny, one‟s “calling”, as he describes it, is 

fulfilled (p. 209). In this representation of the ordinary as heroic, the viewpoints of 

apprentice and master, of characters and writer, sit well with presidential discourse.  

 The historical Socrates was also an urban philosopher, creating discussion and 

controversy inside the walls of Athens itself.
98

 The association of Athens as the 

founding site of modern democracy works to recast the textual space of the city as one 

of political salvation. In constructing a spiritual master through allusions to the 

philosopher, Millman creates a pivotal moment in the New Age history, marking the 

transition from exoticised settings like the Mexican highlands and rural India to the 

metropolis as a landscape in which spiritual transformation can occur. In doing so, the 

American city is similarly constructed as containing redemptive possibilities. As a 

result, Millman transforms New Age use of geography.  

    Another of Millman‟s textual choices which fulfils the political expectancies of 

his 1980s New Age reader is his construction of the narrator, Dan. Unlike Castaneda‟s 

Carlos who actively sought out spiritual truths, Dan is a naïve and unwilling participant. 

He does not readily set out to find the „truth‟, liberty and salvation, since he is satisfied 

with his white middle-class American lifestyle. Rather, the teachings are, to some 

extent, forced upon him. As such, his character is reminiscent of Salvatore Paradise, for 

Dan also functions as developing character and knowledgeable narrator. Dan, too, 

implies that Americans have lost their way, and that guidance is required in order that 

their Edenic prospects be realised. However, unlike Sal and Carlos who find salvation in 

the landscape of the racial other, in this political context, Dan finds enlightenment 

through possession of the white American surrounds.  

 Millman endeavours to persuade the reader to adopt contemporary New Age 

views by offering a narrative critique of prior New Age beliefs and practices. For the 

most part, the novel is a retrospective look at the period in Dan‟s life from 1966 to 

1968, reworked through the ideological filter of the 1980s. Recalling that it is the 

influence of those former years of Democratic ideology and practice from which 

Reagan sought to liberate American national identity, it is Dan‟s Democratic worldview 

formulated during this period which undergoes reconstruction through the teachings of 

Socrates. Such an approach mimics the rhetoric of Reagan‟s administration which 

continually reminded the American public of their capacity to successfully enact their 

cultural mission. After all, solutions to the problems facing the United States, claimed 
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Reagan, “[do] require … our best effort, and our willingness to believe in ourselves and 

to believe in our capacity to perform great deeds … why shouldn't we believe that? We 

are Americans”.
99

  Dan‟s adherence to both Democratic discourse and its New Age 

spiritual complements therefore situates him as the unwilling apprentice. To draw 

attention to this political and spiritual binary, Dan‟s childhood during the era of 

Eisenhower‟s Republicanism (and Kerouac‟s writings) is represented as the “Garden of 

Eden”, a time of former glory to which “damage was done over the years” (p. 158).  

 As a figure who endorses current Republican views of the 1980s, Socrates 

mocks those American who still practised third world agrarian spirituality. Dan writes 

that Socrates is “positively obnoxious” to the “blue robe seekers … [who] self-

righteously avoided acknowledging our presence, as if our worldliness might 

contaminate them” (pp. 77 and 75). By contrast, Socrates explains that it is the ordinary 

citizen who needs “kindness”, since those who subscribe to outmoded approaches to 

spiritual matters have merely adopted a “cosmic superiority” complex (pp. 77 and 76). 

However, since Dan the character considers these seekers to be “on a higher 

evolutionary level”, he is yet to understand Socrates‟ philosophy (p. 77). In his later 

reflection upon his earlier experimentations with “drugs” and ideas of “meditation”, 

Dan agrees with Socrates that these practices no longer provided “solace”, that they 

were not the “whole of the warrior‟s way”, yet he has no sense of what might constitute 

the way forward (pp. 61 and 77). Spiritually adrift, Dan has become “a stranger in a 

strange land” (p. 61). Estranged from new interpretations of personal and national 

identity, Dan is spiritually dispossessed from his own landscape, from his proper 

religious mission. Thus Dan‟s spiritual awakening must begin.    

 In conforming to national rhetoric which requires the articulation of 

“unfulfillment” as the means to launch political and religious progression, the novel 

offers a nightmarish view of the future.
100

 Dan dreams of the “Grim Reaper” who is 

overpowered by a figure later identified as Socrates (p. 5). The terrifying dream 

continues with the fusion of Dan into Socrates who then metamorphoses back into the 

Grim Reaper. This section can be read as interesting development of Kerouac‟s 

“Shrouded Traveler”. In On The Road, the narrator remains separated to some extent 

from this particular vision since it is associated with the meaningless journeying of 

Dean. Here in The Way of the Peaceful Warrior, both the positive and negative 

deployment of Manifest Destiny are internalised within the narrator, thus this 
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representation of the individual is an expanded version that insists the individual is fully 

responsible for their use or misuse of national beliefs. This nightmare is represented 

again when Dan enters another dream sequence where he is transported into a future in 

which he has not followed the teachings of his mentor.  He experiences a “nagging fear, 

the worst of [his] life”, and he laments that his “heart [had turned] to stone, … that [he] 

had missed something very important”, itself a prophecy echoing that offered by the 

Reagan administration lest the nation ignore its white calling (p. 46). These passages 

imply that, like Sal, Dan has lost his cultural bearings. As a developing character who 

symbolises by Republican standards all that was wrong with America by the late 1970s, 

Dan begins to understand that if he follows the way of Socrates, he may remake himself 

and subsequently take rightful possession of his world. 

Millman‟s setting of a service station as the primary locale for Dan‟s 

“apprentice[ship]” emphasises the importance New Age discourse accords to 

democratic spiritual participation for all Americans (p. 209). One need not travel to 

India, give up one‟s job, take drugs, or dress differently to experience a change of 

consciousness. Signifiers that were used in the past by New Age adherents to 

immediately signal their spiritual commitment, for example, Asian clothing and 

paraphernalia or the Bhagwan uniform of orange robes, are no longer considered 

necessary to access liberty and salvation. One‟s spiritual training could be undertaken at 

home, or at least, at one‟s nearest service station. Millman‟s choice of “[t]he Gas Station 

at Rainbow‟s End” is noteworthy in terms of the political significance of oil during the 

late 1970s and therefore merits further attention (p. 3).    

 As a result of the Iranian revolution, gasoline prices in the United States had 

increased by “52 percent from September 1978 to September 1979”, creating 

widespread consumer alarm, and images of long lines at petrol stations were still fresh 

in the memory of American readers.
101

 Although oil was not the only casualty of the 

period with stagflation causing price rises across many sectors of the economy, the 

visual imagery of the gas station best expressed political anxieties surrounding the state 

of the nation, particularly in regard to the downturn in the economy and the position of 

the United States vis-à-vis the international community.
102

 However, Reagan‟s new 

supply-side economic programme to curtail the recession and his deft propaganda in 

dealing with the Iranian hostage crisis, both of which had crippled the Carter 
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administration, gave renewed vigour to the American polity.
103

 Accordingly, Millman 

reconstitutes the service station as a site of knowledge, power and autonomy.  

This novel conveys the message that American spirituality, the New Age, has 

also lost its way. What is required therefore is a “map of the entire terrain”, and “a good 

map” that can be found at “a service station, of course” (p. 77). In political terms, the 

petrol pump works as a cultural and commercial metaphor that signals that the 

rejuvenation of American strength (as promised by Reagan) has begun, and faith has 

been restored. Dan agrees when he claims that the service station was an “opening to 

another dimension” (p.  6). In attending to the “endless line of cars” filling their tanks, 

Socrates “dispensed more than gasoline … [and] people nearly always left happier than 

when they had arrived” (pp. 12 and 99). Thus, Millman‟s preference for the service 

station as the major setting in the narrative fulfils a political function. It aptly captures 

Reagan‟s economic ideals and his international dealings, particularly in relation to oil 

and the Middle East, within the one image, making it a choice that could appeal to many 

American readers by the mid-eighties. America was, so to speak, back „on the road‟.  

 

Onward New Age warriors 

 Growing threats of nuclear war between the United States and the Soviets 

increased Cold War apprehension during the early 1980s. Reagan responded by stating 

to the American people that  

[a]s for the enemies of freedom, those who are potential adversaries, they will be 

reminded that peace is the highest aspiration of the American people. We will 

negotiate for it, sacrifice for it; we will not surrender for it, now or ever.
104

  

 

To build national confidence in America‟s defence capabilities, Reagan quoted George 

Washington: “To be prepared for war … is one of the most effective means of 

preserving peace”.
105

 Millman‟s text also argues that there is an indisputable link 

between war and peace, one that is underpinned by the intersection of ideals of the 

individual and defence. As Socrates claims, “When you become fully responsible for 

your life, you can become fully human; once you become human, you may discover 

what it means to be a warrior” (pp. 28-29). Carolyn Zerbe Enns‟ research on the use of 

the warrior archetype provides an interesting perspective here. She writes:  
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They are seen as symbols that help people overcome adversity, reveal 

prescriptions for change, and encourage ordinary individuals to access the „hero 

within‟. … The warrior archetype is thought to help men practice perseverance, 

courage, fearlessness, and mastery over their minds and bodies. Men who are in 

touch with this internal model engage in decisive action, boundary-setting, self-

discipline and self-defense.
106

   

 

Thus the image of the warrior employed by Socrates does not feature qualities of 

“compassion, caring and empathy” present in other archetypal figures, which encourage 

associations with others.
107

 Like Reagan‟s insistence upon America‟s international 

autonomy, this textual warrior does not rely on alliances and treaties. He is self-

sustaining.   

 Millman‟s construction of the warrior also employs the Christian imagery that 

had increasingly become a significant factor in Reagan‟s Republicanism. That Dan‟s 

progression towards enlightenment is expressed in evangelical discourse is evidence of 

the increasing merger of New Age and evangelical paradigms of salvation. In an altered 

reality where constructs of time and space concur with those in nationalist discourse, 

Dan describes his experience in this chronotopic space as “going on a trip” (p. 77). Dan 

experiences himself as a “pure light … outshining all worlds” as he begins to accelerate 

along his path towards spiritual and physical prowess (p. 78).
 
He then fuses with the 

external as he “explode[ed] to the outermost limits of existence until [he] was the 

universe. Nothing separate remained. [He] had become everything” (pp. 77-78 italics in 

original). In another similar episode, the narrative draws upon the metaphor of the 

Christian soldier, for Dan becomes a New Age warrior like “Jesus of Nazareth, one of 

the Great Warriors”, and he destroys demons who “stared malevolently” and “chant[ed] 

… death rattles” (pp. 159 and 131-132). As expected, the temporality required for the 

spiritual progression is dispensed with after this experience, for Dan is told that, as a 

warrior, he exists in the “here, now” (p.  164 italics in original). 

Suitably trained, Dan is taken from the service station by Socrates into the 

Californian wilderness like a Christ figure, for his subsequent enlightenment. Of interest 

here is that during this period of increasing nuclear threat and Communist conflict, the 

American wilderness and its white historical association with the invented Indian in 

Manifest Destiny philosophy are utilised once more. Socrates claims he descends from 

“ancestors” who dwelt with an unidentified Native American “tribe of warriors”. (pp. 

194-195) Because of his connection to this ahistorical past, Socrates, as a non-American 

Indian, is able to deliver Dan to a sacred Indian site, consisting of a burial ground and a 
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cave. Here Dan sees his own death in a vision where time and space are distorted once 

more, where “time passed faster and faster” as he watches his body “dissolve into the 

soil, enriching it” (pp. 197-198). In what might be considered a literary resolution for 

Sal‟s anguish, Dan now explains that the Grim Reaper, the reinvention of the Shrouded 

Traveler that Sal feared, was only an “illusion”, a statement that seems to clarify that 

domestic spiritual “journeys” undertaken by white Americans in this period were no 

longer meaningless (pp. 197-198).  

Accordingly, Dan experiences himself as a “seeker of light”, who, after his 

transcendental experience, claims, “I looked around - at the earth, the sky, the sun, the 

trees, the lakes, the streams – [and] realised that it was all Me – that no separation 

existed at all” (p. 199 capital in original). He subsequently describes his enlightenment 

as “falling into my heart”
 
(p. 199). This experience of fusion that occurs with the natural 

landscape then materialises Dan‟s proper destiny, for it was now “time to return to the 

[gas] station, where it had all begun” (p. 200). Enns explains that this type of archetypal 

appropriation draws from the “Native American traditions, traditions that warriors of 

European descent attempted to crush through colonization”.
108

 This representation not 

only attempts to control the imagined Native American Indian as Enns rightly points 

out. The manner in which Dan is religiously associated with the landscape also 

positions this representation as distinctly American. Significantly, this construction 

accords with Reagan‟s particular interpretation of the frontier as a site of white national 

strength, thus eliminating the need for the presence of the invented Indian.     

  Through this ritual, Dan transforms himself in a process of spiritual renewal that 

is described in imagery associated with a phoenix which will “rise from [the] ashes” (p. 

104), the creation of another new Adam.
109

 In due course, Dan reflects on these 

changes, claiming they “marked the beginning of … self-respect and a feeling of 

personal power” (p. 117). It is useful here to recall Minogue‟s research on The 

Teachings of Don Juan, that „the way‟ is a “move from theory to practice”, for Socrates 

reminds Dan: “As long as you tread the way, you are a Warrior” (p. 193 italics in 

original).
110

 Like Carlos and Sal, Dan the narrator also functions as both apprentice and 

guide. However, the linguistic control exercised once more by this narrator over his 

guide indicates an appropriation from and a fetishised control of Western philosophic 

knowledge.  
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  The benefits of a Republican-styled renewal, particularly towards the end of the 

novel, are championed first-hand by Dan to his reader. As his training intensifies, he 

“left no country untouched … and every human circumstance was opened” (p. 42). He 

“understood” (p. 42). His delight in his new-found way of looking at himself and the 

world brings him much success, and like the many Hollywood narratives that Reagan 

drew upon, Dan also gets the girl, Joy/Joyce. Dan‟s life potential materialises as he 

becomes successful in love and work, finding peace, liberty and salvation, and he 

describes this state of being as “a profound sense of freedom even as I lived an ordinary 

life” (p. 163). In this sense, the text articulates a New Age interpretation of Reagan‟s 

rhetorical campaign to transform public philosophy by arguing a similar change is 

required in the private philosophy of the self. These new philosophies are mutually 

compatible, for they encourage the fulfillment of white American greatness at the level 

of the nation and the individual.  

  The Way of the Peaceful Warrior: A Book That Changes Lives states that the 

characters of Dan and Socrates are “only symbols and signposts”, and Millman does not 

provide an explanation of their meanings (p. 211). I have argued that they signify the 

way in which the novel complements images disseminated by the Reagan 

administration. Like Reagan‟s promise to free the United States from political ideology 

that can “smother” and “stifle” the nation, Socrates‟ style of leadership and teaching 

also frees Dan from past New Age beliefs and practices that create the “spiritually 

handicapped” (p. 51).
111

 Like Reagan‟s strong stance on many issues, Socrates, too, 

decries “moderation … [as] the wobbling compromise that makes no one happy. … [It] 

is for the bland, the apologetic, for the fence-sitters of the world afraid to take a stand”
 

(p. 126). Reagan‟s attempts to create a strong national self-esteem are echoed by Dan 

who becomes fortified by a “feeling-certainty, a knowing … [of] a warrior within” (p. 

129 italics in original). And like Reagan who wooed Christian evangelicals with their 

Christian soldier imagery, Millman draws upon this association in constructing the New 

Age warrior seeking peace. In sum, Reagan argued the United States would prosper 

politically, economically and spiritually if it accepted his invocation of America‟s 

Manifest Destiny. Likewise, Socrates claimed, “The Way itself creates the warrior” (p. 

181).  

 

**** 
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Mission possible   

  Another sector of the New Age movement that rapidly surged in popularity 

during Reagan‟s presidency was channelling. Opening to Channel: How to Connect 

with Your Guide (1987) by Sanaya Roman and Duane Packer became a leading text in 

this wing of the movement. It is presented as the collaborative effort of the two writers, 

Sanaya Roman and Duane Packer, and two channelled entities, Orin and DaBen who, 

for the most part speak, in unison.
112

 Together, Orin and DaBen define channelling as  

consciously shifting your mind and mental space in order to achieve an 

expanded state of consciousness that is called a „trance‟ … In this receptive state 

you become the vessel for bringing through higher energies which you can use 

for creating good (p. 13). 

 

Conforming to established generic features of New Age literature, these writers 

construct the text as a manual, complete with definitions, a short history of the field, and 

precise guided exercises for the realisation of “enlightenment” (p. 2). Opening to 

Channel also stresses Packer‟s PhD status on the back of the text and inside the front 

cover.
113

 This sub-genre of New Age literature is, however, developed further. The text 

is constructed as a dialogue, a technique that creates the sense that personal contact 

between the entities and the reader is achievable. In an era which rhetorically upheld 

ideals of political autonomy, the effect of this literary device is to transfer the role of the 

(human) guide directly into the hands of the reader by way of those in the academy, 

indicating once more the New Age engagement with ideals of democratic spiritual 

participation and individual responsibility.   

The text acknowledges the work of previous channellers, such as Edgar Cayce 

who was a leading American figure in spiritualism from the turn of the twentieth 

century.
114

 Previously, the term „channel‟ was not applied, instead the word „medium‟ 

was used, particularly during the rising popularity of spiritualism from the mid-

nineteenth century.
115

 During this earlier period, the widely held view by sceptics and 

the faithful was that mediums sought to contact the dead, most usually loved ones, by 
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seeking communications with spirits that had passed over.
116

 Since the beginning of the 

Cold War period, the role of the medium has been reformulated into seeking contact 

with entities rather than spirits, energies as opposed to ghosts, and most often, the 

„personalities‟ who are channelled were not formerly known to either the medium or the 

faithful in earthly form.
117

 These twentieth-century entities, usually “Ascended Masters” 

such as Jesus, or alien beings of light, for instance, Orin and DaBen, speak mainly of 

philosophical and scientific resolutions to problems facing humanity, although they do 

at times include messages of a more personal nature.
118

 Interestingly, as J. Gordon 

Melton claims, utterances from both groups of entities remain “remarkably similar”, 

indicating a common desire to transmit advice about new global problems.
119

   

Melton‟s argument regarding the place of channelling in the history of the New 

Age requires some discussion here. He considers that the New Age began in the 1970s 

but that it had “died” by the end of the 1980s, and in its place a new movement formed, 

what he calls the “post-New Age”.
120

 He writes: “The original New Age vision had 

been derived from and shaped by channeled messages, and thus it is not surprising that 

channelers would take the lead in redefining the post-New Age”.
121

 Melton therefore 

sees channelling as the major spiritual force driving the New Age. However, this 

argument does not account for the important role played by notable figures including 

Huxley, Castaneda or Hay in the historical development of the movement. It also does 

not provide an explanation for the range of geo-political locations in which othered 

spiritualities, for example, that of the Native American Indian or the Tibetan lama were 

appropriated. He further claims that “[t]he change is not simply cosmetic. For example, 

astrology was lifted out of the older deterministic context in which it had previously 

resided and placed in an open system”.
122

 Melton does not, however, critique this “open 
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system” by locating its cultural context.
123

 He merely states that it is a system which 

might be transferred to individual application, and he offers the following analysis: 

Rather than going to an astrologer to divine the future, astrology is now used as 

a tool in self-understanding. Rather than show what will necessarily occur, one's 

fate in the stars, one now learns about talents, potentials, and auspicious forces 

in the psyche which may be utilized in creating one's future.
124

 

 

Thus Melton‟s argument remains a descriptive one. Yet, this “open system” can be 

culturally identified for it reflects the New Age movement‟s American-centred 

appropriation from the “closed” discourses of traditional religions of both the West and 

the East.
125

  

 I argue here that the transition from medium to channeller, from spirit to 

personality, is interconnected with rhetorical (and actual) changes in the political 

environment. These amendments represent changes in the type of knowledge sought 

and given, and the manner in which that knowledge is communicated. One 

interpretation of this modification in terminology and practice is that the apocalyptic 

tensions surrounding the potential for nuclear annihilation since the end of World War 

II prompted a shift from the transmission of personal knowledge from departed loved 

ones to information of global significance. The most important political influence in this 

new “alien” discourse is the hybridity formed from the intersection of Manifest Destiny 

philosophy and science. After the SDI program had been announced by Reagan in a 

televised address to the nation in 1983, it became, according to I. M. Destler, “a 

centerpiece, often the centerpiece, of the President‟s nuclear arms policies and the arms 

control debate”, quickly taking an esteemed place in conservative thinking.
126

 He adds 

that Reagan‟s “escape from the nuclear dilemma through technology, was very 

„American‟ in its quest for utopia through scientific advance”.
127

 Reagan‟s deployment 

of the faith element in Manifest Destiny discourse as integral to the SDI containment of 

Communist nuclear attack created a religious vision like that upheld by the channelled 

entities to be examined here. He argued:   

I've always maintained that the struggle now going on for the world will never 

be decided by bombs or rockets, by armies or military might. The real crisis we 

face today is a spiritual one; at root, it is a test of moral will and faith.
128
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Roman and Packer claim that the idea for writing their text began in November 1984, a 

period marked by the end of Reagan‟s second election campaign and the presidential 

election, when Orin asked the writers if they wanted to “serve mankind and … align 

[their] personal goals with [their] spiritual paths” (p. 5). The influence of Reagan‟s SDI 

campaign on Opening to Channel can be established, for the discourse of space science 

is the foundation upon which the reader is urged to consider channelling.  

The book‟s construction of outer space can be read as another geo-political site. 

Opening to Channel presents a New Age extra-terrestrial chronotope in which the 

guides are to help the reader “in a world beyond time and space” (p. 59). Because 

guides live in a plane where “all time is simultaneous, [they] are outside of … linear 

time and space constructs” (p. 115). Thus freed from the constraints of time while 

possessing the whole of the site, these guides are represented as having achieved 

enlightenment according to New Age terms. The guides are therefore endowed with the 

ability to “see the entirety of the work [they] are doing together” with the reader (p. 

115). Consequently, their advice, described as “insights”, is designed by the guides to 

produce the best possible outcome for those who participate in these interactions (p. 

135).
129

 In order to distinguish their vision from orthodox religious views on destiny, 

the guides claim that the “future is not preordained” since “[t]he future is determined by 

what [the reader] intend[s] to create”, and so destiny is considered the responsibility of 

the individual (pp. 112 and 116). This representation by the guides is a specifically 

American construction, one that is comparable with Reagan‟s definition of the 

American self: “Someone once said that the difference between an American and any 

other kind of person is that an American lives in anticipation of the future because he 

knows it will be a great place”.
130

 These beliefs held by the guides and Reagan are 

further illuminated by Dimock‟s discussion of American nationalism. She argues that in 

such narratives, the self might “lay claim not [only] to a tract of land, but to a „better 

lot‟: a sort of temporal real estate, the self‟s property in time … [where] the temporal 

province had „no bounds‟”.
131

 Thus the particular use of time in Opening to Channel as 

an unbounded realm is consistent with the representations of this dimension in Manifest 

Destiny ideology.  

 A binary is constructed between the alien guides and the reader as a strategy to 

encourage the commencement of the reader‟s spiritual progression into this new space. 
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The manner in which these guides delineate this progression draws upon earlier New 

Age discourse of the fifties and sixties. For example, imitating the metaphor of the 

doors central to Huxley‟s writing, this text also requires that the reader  

[i]magine that there is a doorway in front of [them]. On the other side of this 

doorway is a world of light, of higher vibration, and of accelerated growth … 

When [the reader is] ready, walk through this doorway (p. 81 italics in original). 

 

Then, the metaphor of the “doorway” is explained by drawing upon Leary et al.‟s frame 

of reference, for Packer claims channelling  

brings people into contact with ideas that are on the frontiers of what mankind 

can „prove‟… These ideas … form the basis of [this] philosophy, religion and 

science. Changes in these ideas have the power to truly bring about paradigm 

shifts for mankind (p. 205).  

 

Packer continues by relating one channeller‟s experience as being “lost in a world of 

colors, pictures, sounds, and lights … almost as if he were in a psychedelic light show” 

(p. 148). Asian religious theories of transmigration are reconfigured according to the 

paradigm popularised by Leary et al., for representations of evolution are employed 

once more to signify spiritual and political progression for the living. These guides offer 

a “plan for mankind‟s evolution”, one that will allow the reader to “go all the way to 

higher consciousness in just one lifetime” (pp. 81 and 95). This plan “accelerates a 

spiritual awakening”, a phrase that is consistent with Reagan‟s deployment of the 

narratives of progress and faith discussed earlier (p. 171).  

Roman claims that these “doorways” can also materialise in actual spaces that 

she calls “power spots” (p. 137). While the narrative maps the extra-terrestrial space, 

Roman names certain geographical sites that can fuse this world with that of the guides. 

She asserts that these “spots” often exist in “those parts of [the] world nearest 

volcanoes”, which allow for a “synchronization” between those on earth and those in 

higher planes (p. 165). The text offers three such locations; Hawaii, Mt Shasta (in 

northern California), and in the desert region of southern California. The guide “Tecu” 

who appears in Hawaii claims that “he … absorbed energy” from the entirety of his 

surrounds, and so is sustained by his relationship to the landscape (p. 166).
132

 Mt Shasta 

is the “home of the Lemurians and the Ascended Masters of the White Brotherhood” (p. 

167). This is an interesting choice since, by the text‟s definition, power spots occur near 

mountain ranges. Images from Neo-Vedanta spirituality, with their geographical 

associations with the Himalayas, might have been drawn upon. However, the text evoke 

ideas of Theosophy from which the history of reconfiguring spiritual leaders into White 

                                                 
132
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Masters is derived.
 
While the term „white‟ here refers to the auras of these Masters, 

what is significant is the suppression of racial connotations. Despite both forms of 

spirituality emerging from Neo-Hinduism, overt references to Neo-Vedanta with its ties 

to Indian nationalism are avoided and thus Opening to Channel maintains and upholds 

the centrality of American whiteness.
 
   

Other major aspects of national philosophy that are employed in this New Age 

narrative are mythic origins and the importance of the American mission. For example, 

Reagan‟s “New Beginning” is evident in various expressions throughout the text.
133

 

Orin and DaBen state that channelling “is the beginning of a new world” for the purpose 

of creating a “better life, filled with more abundance, love, and success” (pp. 95 and 

220). Guides transmit “messages of love and peace”, and for those readers who 

participate in these transmissions, “almost all of them have experienced greater 

prosperity … [and] a clearer vision of their purpose” (pp. 195 and 2). The reader is 

further encouraged to enact this purpose, for they are told that they “are the leaders, 

teachers and healers of the new age” who can “mak[e] a difference in the world” (pp. 95 

and 16). To provide support for this claim, Roman and Packer discuss responses of 

converts to channelling, who described their participation as “something they had been 

waiting for. … They knew they had a mission” (p. 140). These adherents sensed that 

they were on a “quest ….that they felt compelled to continue” (p. 141). In this process, 

the reader is depicted as entering “a whole new world of joy and expansion”, and it is 

one that is “welcom[ed]” by the guides (pp. 162 and 80).  

 

Scientific saints         

  The religious dimension of Manifest Destiny ideology disseminated by Reagan 

is also validated, particularly in regard to Reagan‟s hierarchical binary of good and evil. 

Roman and Packer state that “[c]hannelling involves achieving an expanded state of 

consciousness that allows [the reader] to connect with a high-level guide or [their] 

higher or source self” (p. 1). In following the advice of Roman and Packer, the reader 

will “learn to discriminate between high-level guides and less-evolved entities” (p. 15). 

This is important, they claim, because these lower entities may have “no commitment 

… to a higher order” (p. 42). And so, potential reader alarm is salved by Roman‟s 

insistence that channelling with Orin brought her into contact with the “Christ 

Consciousness” (p. 130).
 
 Political understandings of spiritual hierarchies, like those 

invoked by Reagan, had permeated channel discourse. The imperative impressed upon 
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the reader to make these discriminations between high- and low-level guides is 

consistent with the manner in which the religious and political polarity of good and evil 

was represented at the time by both the evangelical Ministries and the White House.   

 Authentication of high-level guides is encouraged by Orin and DaBen‟s 

explanations of the origins of these guides. For example, there are those who have had  

at least one earth life, … those who [emanate from] the fourth dimension; the 

Masters, such as St German; Angels, such as Michael and Raphael, including 

guardian angels; and extraterrestrial entities from other galaxies and planets (p. 

35). 

  

Thus by Orin and DaBen‟s own words, guides may originate as humans, be Christian 

icons, or figures from the Western traditions of science and science fiction. In relating 

the experience of channelling, Packer writes that some adherents may receive 

information in forms or expressions that are “far beyond the capacity of [their] language 

to express”, an allusion to the evangelical belief in speaking in tongues (p. 30). This 

Christian-derived representation is significant in the text, for although Orin and DaBen 

claim that channellers might connect with guides including “Buddha, … American 

Indians, Chinese sages [and] East Indian masters”, the focus remains upon guides such 

as “Christ or [one‟s] guardian angel” (pp. 37 and 21). As in earlier New Age writings, 

this textual device works to contain and interpret the spiritual knowledge of the 

channelled agrarian „other‟ through white American cultural logic. However, since the 

text does not allocate space for advice articulated from beings whose earthly origins 

locate them within the third world, their presence in this spiritual frontier is erased in 

favour of Christianised high-level guides such as Orin and DaBen. This silencing 

suggests once more that white American interaction in frontier spaces inhabited by the 

„other‟ is necessary to the materialisation of spiritual and political goals of the American 

self.
 
 

 The transmission of information between guide and channeller is also 

comparable to the way in which information was expressed in contemporary cultural 

productions, for example, Star Wars. Similar to filmic masters such as Yoda, Orin 

would “often appear in robes such as [the] ancient monks wore” (p. 37). As Anderson 

said of the linking of the SDI to Star Wars, many detractors  

forgot the moral of the famous movie … [where] the forces of evil are arranged 

against the forces of good. And, in the end, the forces of good prevail, armed 

with the latest and swiftest new space technology.
134
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Thus, Anderson sees productions such as Star Wars as having a nationalist function 

which was not often acknowledged. Having evolved into “beings of light”, Orin and 

DaBen, too, claim that their message is important because the future of humanity “is 

being broadcast by many high beings” such as themselves (pp. 38 and 81). 

Communications are “transmit[ted]” through “frequencies” and “electromagnetic 

fields”, which are accounted for by the explanation that these frequencies create “new 

pathways through the neurons” and thus are “new neural messages” (pp. 45 and 47). 

Guides may also speak the “language of light” by “transmitting thought impulses 

directly into the [soul],” which occurs after the alignment of the electromagnetic fields 

between the guide and the channeller (p. 38). The reader is asked to utilise an actual 

“recorder” and “microphones” (leading technology available for home use during this 

period) as their “transmitting devices” (p. 83). Of interest here is the discursive 

positioning of space science to privatise the ritual of channelling by introducing the 

reader to this particular discourse. Thus the control of New Age space science discourse 

is imparted to the reader, effectively and somewhat ironically transforming their initial 

status from that of „alien‟ in this landscape to that of „local‟ inhabitant. 

 Other significant features of Opening to Channel are also in accord with 

Reagan‟s vision for the United States. For instance, the text stresses the need for “new 

systems of thought” to change the spiritual philosophy between the New Age guide and 

adherent in ways that echo Reagan‟s endeavour to transform political philosophy (p. 

37). These 1980s New Age guides state they are also here to “serve mankind, and to 

work with [humanity] in a co-creative venture” (p. 19). However, as with the 

administration, the guides are “not going to solve all [reader] problems, but instead will 

give [them] the tools they need to solve their own problems” (p. 173). When Reagan 

declared that the United States needed “to strive with all [its] strength toward the 

ultimate in individual freedom”, he urged the nation to embrace Republican conceptions 

of individualism drawn from Manifest Destiny ideals of liberty and self-

responsibility.
135

 Orin and DaBen too seek to foster “self-sufficien[cy]” by assisting the 

reader in becoming “more powerful, independent, and confident” (pp. 100 and 14). 

These ideas remain privatised as they were in concurrent presidential discourse, with the 

continual emphasis that guides have no desire to “[take] over,” since “[c]hanneling is 

not a surrender of control” (p. 20). Orin and DaBen insist that a “readiness and 

willingness” on behalf of the reader is therefore necessary (p. 65). Reiterating the 

narrative of progress inherent in American nationalist discourse, Reagan‟s claim that 
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“there are no limits to growth and human progress” is supported by Roman and Packer 

who declare, “[they] have not yet discovered limits to the places people can go with 

channeling” (p. 2).
136

 Like Hay and Millman, these authors also try to cultivate interest 

from mainstream America by elevating the „ordinary‟ reader, arguing that anyone can 

learn to channel if they wish. The writers claim people from “all walks of life” have 

“receive[d] guidance, inspiration, and a link to this source of wisdom” (pp. 9-10). Yet, 

despite being ordinary, the reader will gain access to “great knowledge, wisdom, 

inventions, works of art, philosophy, poetry, and discoveries of all kinds” (p. 15). This 

last statement by Orin and DaBen is remarkably similar to Reagan‟s vision for America 

when he declared in 1985 that “America will … open its mind and heart and soul to the 

treasures of literature, music, and poetry, and the values of faith, courage, and love.”
137

  

Roman and Packer acknowledge that the New Age has manifested itself through 

the implementation of a variety of older spiritual tools. Like Millman, Orin and DaBen 

discuss how adherents had practiced earlier New Age rituals designed to produce 

enlightenment such as “yoga and meditation”, or had participated in the “Eastern 

religions” (p. 23). Yet these methods had failed to produce any lasting sense of 

salvation, leaving adherents to ask “„[w]hat next?‟” (p. 23). While Orin and DaBen do 

not minimise the beneficial aspects of earlier approaches, a binary is constructed 

between these older appropriations from the third world and the alien spirituality offered 

in the text. For instance, the older tools are dismissed for their inert qualities. The 

guides say that meditation “require[s] a calm still mind” whereas the “ability to 

concentrate and focus” is needed for effective channelling (p. 28). As an aid to 

concentration in this new spiritual context, the text provides two prescriptive sets of 

prepared questions, these being “Questions of Universal Nature” and “Questions of 

Personal Concern”, which encourage the reader to consider global and individual issues 

(pp. 89-90). A political commitment can be detected in these sample questions to ask of 

the guides. For example, one of these, “What can be done now by an individual to 

contribute to world peace?” indicates the text‟s engagement with global concerns and 

tensions surrounding the nuclear debate and the escalation in the arms race (p. 89). 

Complementary questions relating to one‟s own context are devised, such as “How can 

I achieve inner peace?” (p. 90). Opening to Channel also draws on cultural rituals 

practiced by white America in fields such as religion, politics and education by offering 

the reader a “Ceremony of Welcome” and a “Graduation Ceremony”, creating rites of 
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passage in channelling that are instantly recognisable (pp. 79-96). As a result, the 

discourse embraces the goals and values of white America. Upon completing these rites, 

the reader is urged to “take action, get the work done and out to the world” (p. 16). 

As previously discussed, New Age writings have historically focussed upon the 

possession of geo-political spaces. This analysis has positioned Opening to Channel 

within this cultural narrative with its emphasis upon American interaction with outer 

space, similar to Leary et al.‟s claim to the psychedelic site that complemented political 

uses of LSD and space discourse during Kennedy‟s presidency. In this 1980s context, 

Opening to Channel can be read as the New Age interpretation of the American destiny 

in a landscape which Reagan‟s administration sought to control through the defensive 

means of the SDI. It is therefore not surprising that this space is inhabited by aliens and 

Christian beings such as Jesus and guardian angels who dispense spiritual wisdom 

designed to fortify American participation in, and therefore possession of, this realm. In 

fact, the reader will gain “a whole new way of perceiving themselves and their worlds”, 

according to Orin and DaBen, if the advice given in the text is followed (p. 172 

emphasis added). In sum, the increasing popularity of channelled Ascended Masters and 

aliens meant this sector of the movement became a major force during the late 1980s, 

one which participated in concurrent political discussion as evidenced in the rhetorical 

merger of evangelical Christianity and space science.
138

 The text‟s claim that 

channelling offers “esoteric information of universal knowledge” is consequently 

undermined by the interaction of Manifest Destiny and presidential discourse as the 

religious-political structure which underpins the text (p. 32).  

 

**** 

 

Reagan’s heroes  

 The valorisation of the religious, commercial and progressive dimensions of 

Manifest Destiny discourse articulated during Reagan‟s presidency proved influential 

upon 1980s New Age literature. The transition in rhetoric from one focussed upon the 

liberation of othered peoples to political self-preservation against the “evil empire” 

shifted public focus onto the nation, in the process evoking a “resurgent nationalism”.
139

 

In turn, New Age literary landscapes became Americanised in setting and in character. 
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Perhaps more importantly, the New Age writers examined here responded to Reagan‟s 

questions: “Will we continue with yesterday's agenda and yesterday's failures, or will 

we reassert our ideals and our standards, will we reaffirm our faith, and renew our 

purpose? This is a time for choosing”.
140

 As popular belief in the religious American 

self increased, the source of New Age spiritual knowledge was also transferred to new-

found spiritual guides within American landscapes. Reagan‟s Cold War strategies for 

securing the United States as an autonomous leader in the global community were 

supported by the New Age writings examined in this chapter. Reagan‟s initiatives to 

change expectations of government and restore national pride were culturally expressed 

in New Age texts that also emphasised the independence, strength and renewal of the 

American self in order to realise a prosperous yet spiritual liberty.
 
Reagan‟s efforts to 

“preach a hopeful message” were echoed by the evangelical-styled optimism of Louise 

Hay and her philosophy for healing the self.
141

 Reagan challenged Americans to 

consider their capacity for self-regulation when he asked, “if no one among us is 

capable of governing himself, then who among us has the capacity to govern someone 

else?”142 A spate of New Age writings took up this challenge by insisting that American 

mentors such as Dan Millman‟s spiritual hero, Socrates, could be found to teach this 

self-governance. While Reagan sought to control the air-space above the United States 

through the SDI in order to fortify the United States against Communist nuclear attack, 

the New Age interpretation of this American vision in Opening to Channel can be read 

as denoting the cultural possession of that same space.  

Yet, by the end of the decade, the televised Iran-Contra hearings had damaged 

the relationship between Reagan and the public by creating images of both “the stupid 

and the illegal”.
143

 These hearings affected public opinion, diminishing what had been 

Reagan‟s greatest asset, “his strength as a leader”.
144

 Public support for the President 

waned, leaving George Bush Senior, his successor, to build upon remaining Republican 

strengths. Reagan‟s legacy of reducing the role of government in the lives of American 

citizens through his valorisation of the heroic white individual has had an enduring 

effect, particularly upon the racial constructions within New Age literature of this 

decade and what was to follow.  

**** 
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Chapter Five 
 

 

Empire of Eden    
 

 

 
And history will tell of a second American Century – when we led the world to new heights of 

achievement and liberty. This is our legacy. This is our challenge. And this is our destiny.
1
 
  
 

   
 

I firmly believe that if we always integrate the best of the traditions we find before us and keep the 

process in mind, each challenge along the way … can be overcome with a sense of destiny and miracle.
2
  

 

 

 

The land of the gods        

The popularity of New Age narratives of health, prosperity and channelling in 

the 1980s was such that similar texts soon proliferated in these fields. Yet, by the onset 

of the 1990s, the period marking the dismantling of the USSR, new figures and themes 

emerged in influential New Age writings, celebrating the leading role Americans might 

take in this newly established political context. These included Robert Bly‟s Iron John: 

A Book About Men (1990), Marianne Williamson‟s A Woman’s Worth (1993), and The 

Celestine Prophecy: An Adventure (1993) by James Redfield. In providing a political 

analysis of these narratives, it will be argued that Bly and Williamson endorse 

Republican representations of authority in complementary discourses of gender, while 

Redfield champions Democratic understandings of internationalism through a 

spiritualist adventure novel set in South America. 

 In their discussion of the new political environment, Michael Schaller et al. 

claim that “the „end‟ of the Cold War … had a profound effect on the United States”.
3
 

In particular, it influenced the manner in which both George H. W. Bush and William 

Jefferson Clinton conducted their presidencies during the 1990s. Of importance was a 

revision of the American perception of nation states which might threaten the United 

States. Previously, nations in the third world were not constructed as dangerous to 

America. Rather danger had been represented in the form of potential or actual 
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Communist revolt in these regions. Now, according to Robert W. Tucker and David C. 

Hendrickson, threats were considered to originate less from acts of “territorial 

aggression … [than] from the disintegration of existing states as a result of the 

insistence of peoples on self-determination”, for example Bosnia or East Timor.
4
 

Michael T. Klare also writes that “U.S. strategists began to describe such upheavals as 

an autonomous threat to U.S. interests, quite independent of any Soviet involvement”.
5
 

Thus the anti-Communist rhetorical paradigms of the liberator/liberated and 

saved/saviour were discarded as the Communist bloc collapsed under waves of 

democracy, such as those felt in Poland, and political agitation in states like the Ukraine 

and Georgia.
6
  

  Chapter Five will examine the manner in which national philosophy was re-

interpreted by Bush and Clinton, and culturally expressed in New Age literature, during 

the early post-Cold War period. Conservative gender conventions inherent in the 

nineteenth-century Manifest Destiny ideology were mobilised by Bush to underpin his 

rhetoric (and policies) on issues of leadership and law and order to prepare America for 

its destined role of world leader. Representations of gender in the Monroe Doctrine, 

particularly in relation to soldier masculinity, were also significantly reconfigured to 

support the materialisation of Manifest Destiny philosophy in an international context. 

Gender mythology played an important function in this discourse, and the significance 

of myth and its relationship with presidential politics and the New Age movement will 

be explored in a reading of Iron John and A Woman’s Worth. This examination will be 

followed by an analysis of the Clinton presidency, which offered a modern 

interpretation of national imaginings. It will be demonstrated that the representation of 

international democratic reform and humanitarian ideals in The Celestine Prophecy is 

supportive of the liberal internationalism advanced by the Clinton administration. As 

part of national culture, New Age literature embraced this new leadership role 

undertaken by the United States. Chapter Five will outline the manner in which the New 

Age movement participated in this remaking of America, as a nation thought to be 

moving towards the manifestation of its ultimate destiny.  

 

**** 
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Lighting the way  

 After his victory in the presidential election of 1988, George Bush Snr. opted for 

a new rhetoric that emphasised another facet of growing Republican sentiment. Issues 

of law and order were disseminated through tropes of traditional gender relations and 

family values.
7
 Some political theorists argue that the decreasing strength of the Soviet 

Union allowed Bush to concentrate on domestic affairs during the early period of his 

presidency. For example, Tucker and Hendrickson note that “for many, it promised a 

return to the traditional order of things in which domestic policy would regain the 

primacy” of the isolationist period.
8
 However, the impending failure of Communism 

meant the preparation of the nation for a future role as global leader. Bush articulated 

this vision for America when he declared in his Acceptance Address for the presidential 

nomination in 1988: “I‟m a man who sees life in terms of missions - missions defined 

and missions completed. … I see America as the leader - a unique nation with a special 

role in the world”.
9
 The motifs of gender, leadership and law through which he 

articulated his domestic policies were complementary to the rhetoric he employed in 

international affairs, such as those expressed during the build-up and subsequent 

military deployment in the Persian Gulf War.  

 Bush discussed one of the first and more prominent domestic programs, the 

Thousand Points of Light policy, in his Inaugural Speech.
10

 The author(s) of Fact Sheet 

released by the White House in 1989 sought to persuade American citizens to support 

the following agenda, one which illustrates the continued commitment to Manifest 

Destiny ideals:  

As long as millions of Americans are illiterates, dropouts, drug abusers, 

pregnant teens, delinquent or suicidal young people, AIDS victims, and among 

the homeless and hungry, America has not yet fulfilled its promise. …The 

President believes in the readiness and ability of every individual and every 

institution in America to initiate action as „a point of light.‟ … The growth and 

magnification of „points of light‟ must now become an American mission.
11
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Central to the success of this “mission” was the development of leadership. Bush 

implored “leaders from all institutions to engage their organizations in the development 

of young people”.
12

 The nation, he claimed, required “the strongest, most creative 

leadership, nationally and locally” in order to “ensure the fulfillment of America's 

promise”.
13

 The program encouraged “One-to-One Problem Solving”, in which 

volunteers were asked to engage in various types of service.
14

 They might “adopt a 

school, class or single student” by providing teaching materials or “food, clothing, or 

shelter”, or perhaps provide a “mentoring” role for “needy young people”.
15

 They could 

make a difference by “contributing and distributing surplus food to soup kitchens” or by 

“adopting a nursing home, offering comfort and cheer”.
16

 While larger institutions were 

invited to participate in service, “individuals” were also “encouraged to establish a one-

to-one relationship with an individual in need”.
17

 Of interest here is that a new 

nationalist construction of social paternalism, the authoritative benefactor in the binary 

of self and other, offered charity not political change.   

 This new image, a “kinder and gentler” America, as Bush called it, became the 

foundation upon which the United States represented itself during the early post-Cold 

War period.
18

 As Bush reminded the nation in his Inaugural Address, “America is never 

wholly herself unless she is engaged in high moral principle”.
19

 Amy Elizabeth Ansell 

offers an excellent examination of the “„hegemonic project‟” of the Republican Party 

during this period.
20

 She discusses the political attempts to represent right-wing 

ideology as “populist moralism and common sense” in order to create “new national 

myths”.
21

 The more significant myth that Bush deployed in his reference to these 

“principle[s]” was the notion of complementary gender conventions, evidenced in 

various utterances by Bush in this speech among others. By evoking traditional uses of 

gender binaries, for instance, Bush sought to define his conceptions of “normalcy”:
 
   

 There are young women to be helped who are about to become mothers of 

 children they can't care for and might not love. They need our care, our 

 guidance, and our education, though we bless them for choosing life.
22
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Bush also reproduced a traditional gendered paradigm of national participation by 

articulating the following images of complementary masculinity and femininity in 

relation to war. He had been thinking, he told America, about the “older fellow who will 

throw a salute by himself when the flag goes by and the woman who will tell her sons 

the words of the battle hymns”.
23

 His commitment to conservative values was also 

expressed through his support for the death penalty, the pledge of allegiance, prayer in 

schools, gun ownership, his anti-abortion stance, anti-drug and crime campaigns, his 

“respect [for] old fashioned common sense” and his dislike of “social planners”.
24

 

 It was traditional imagery of the family, however, which become the centrepiece 

of presidential persuasion in order that programs such as the Thousand Points of Light 

might produce these desired Republican social goals. Bush continued to insist from as 

early as 1988 that   

 [a]t the bright center is the individual. And radiating out from him or her is the 

 family, the essential unit of closeness and of love. For it‟s the family that 

 communicates to our children - to the 21st century - our culture, our religious 

 faith, our traditions and history.
25

 

 

In “The Mood of America in the 1980s”, John H. Simpson claims that “Bush and his 

handlers made the calculated decision that supporting „family values‟ would be a 

resource in the political arena”.
26

 The conservative basis of Bush‟s appeal to “family 

values” is well illustrated in a speech given at Notre Dame University. He told his 

audience that they must become a “point of light” for,  

[a]t the heart of the problems facing our country stands an institution under 

siege. That institution is the American family. … Leadership in that task can and 

should be led by the Nation's churches; kids need to learn faith to help them 

understand the larger family. And we are one Nation under God. We must 

remember that, and we must teach that. … Either you will add to the problems 

of family breakdown, or you will help rebuild the American family.
27

 

 

An analysis of the religious underpinnings of Bush‟s rhetoric is important since this 

dimension of presidential dialogue drew upon a specific tradition within American 

Christianity.    
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 Betty Glad writes that Bush continued to “consolidate his position … and secure 

his base” with the Christian Coalition by maintaining Republican political connections 

and religious affiliations established by Reagan.
28

 It is necessary to distinguish between 

major Christian Right discourses. Susanne Scholz identifies three main positions taken 

by the evangelical movement in relation to gender. The first is that of the 

“„complementarian‟”, also known as “„hierarchicalism‟” or “„traditionalism‟”.
29

 

According to Scholz, this group is perhaps the most “influential and politically 

powerful. … Its proponents maintain that women and men are equal according to the 

Biblical record, but they have different tasks in church and society”.
30

 The second is 

represented by the “egalitarians” who support the rights of women to take an active 

leadership role in the family, the church and the community.
31

 Despite the misleading 

terminology, the third grouping, the “moderate evangelical,” claims feminist Biblical 

discourse has wrought a decline in the status of men, both in the church and in the 

home.
32

 Scholz writes that this “moderate” position laments the “loss of fatherhood 

responsibilities”, and it is “hostil[e]” to progressive roles for women in both the private 

and public spheres.
33

 Another significant issue in moderate ideology is the emphasis 

given to “male language” as the means to represent the divine.
34

 These differences 

between the major factions in evangelism are important because they will be employed 

to identify connections between Iron John, A Woman’s Worth, and presidential politics 

later in this chapter.    

   Although the Christian Right had lost some of its national status after the 

scandals involving leading ministers in televised evangelism by the end of the 1980s, it 

compensated for this loss by redirecting its focus to local organisations.
35

 Evangelical 

perspectives on normative behaviour did not therefore lose their cultural influence. 

Accordingly, the sustained emphasis upon conservative Christian images by Bush 

worked to encourage the emergence of groups including the Christian Promise Keepers 
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and their New Age counterparts, the mythopoetic men‟s movement with its leading 

figure Robert Bly, and women-based goddess movements such as that endorsed by 

Williamson.
36 

  

 

Homeward Christian soldiers  

 In light of the absence of a coherent enemy for most of his term, Bush engaged 

with the fall of Communism by reformulating the rhetoric and policy of foreign affairs 

in readiness for the “new world order”.
37 

The administration represented itself as “the 

guarantor of international law and order” through bodies such as the UN, and of 

collective security through the use of coalitions.
38

 Yet gender remained a primary 

component of such propaganda. For example, it was in the controlled media coverage of 

the first Gulf War that the rhetorical use of gender, leadership and law intersected in an 

international context.
 
In “The Gulf War as Total Television”, Tom Engelhardt claims 

that due to Pentagon censorship, there was a “lack of a story” in the televised 

representation of the war.
39

 However, Bush‟s construction of gender formed the primary 

narrative as the means of arousing public support while invoking revised notions of 

American citizenship.
 
The footage which expressed the justice and leadership of both 

the president and the American troops constructed these qualities as inherently 

American masculine strengths.
40

  

Yet this depiction of war differed significantly from more traditional 

constructions of soldier masculinity. According to Margot Norris, the filmic 

replacement of acts of war with visions of technological superiority worked to 

                                                 
36
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disembody the American (male) soldier in the battlefield, and thus to displace any 

consequent immorality that might be associated with embodiment in the context of 

war.
41

 Engelhardt agrees, claiming that the lack of footage of “body bags” also worked 

to convey the „rightness‟ of masculine American resolve.
42

 Similarly, visions of 

“bedraggled Iraqis … surrender[ing]” leant weight to the idea that this 1990s masculine 

discourse of the victors of war was operating in accordance with international law.
43

 

Robyn Wiegman argues that this reconfiguration of masculinity resituated the 

masculine body within the domestic and “away from … the public geopolitical 

sphere”.
44

 Lauren Rabinovitz, too, writes that images of the (mostly) male soldiers 

“located [each] as a family member”, and so the war was constructed as a “melodrama 

of family life”.
45

 Such images, according to Rabinovitz, sought to draw together the 

family in an act of “patriot[ism]”.
46

 By bringing corporeal masculinity into “the 

domestic realm”, Wiegman further asserts that the resultant constructions of 

“nineteenth-century” understandings of masculinity and femininity in relation to war 

“dissolve[d] into a more complicated gender configuration”.
47

 The response of women 

was also important, for their acceptance of these new configurations was paramount to 

the success of the administration‟s attempts to re-construct American national 

imaginings. Cynthia Enloe discusses the manner in which women were encouraged to 

“cooperate” with representations that positioned the “nation [as] a family”.
48

 She claims 

they played a supportive role in the larger political vision, for example, in the wide-

spread use of yellow ribbons as a mark of their solidarity.
49

  

 The media censorship by the administration can be understood through a 

consideration of the impact of representations of active soldier masculinity (that signify 

the deployment of the Monroe Doctrine) on images of law-abiding and peace-loving 

masculinity (that denoted Manifest Destiny philosophy), as had been the case with 

Vietnam. Depictions of soldier masculinity at war had the potential to disrupt and 

undermine representations of masculine citizenship leading the world into a new era of 

international peace, liberty and prosperity. Thus media displacement of the aggressive 

                                                 
41

 Margot Norris, “Only the Guns Have Eyes: Military Censorship and the Body Count,” in Jeffords and 

Rabinovitz, eds., Seeing Through the Media, pp. 285-300.  
42

 Engelhardt, p. 88. 
43

 Engelhardt, p. 91. 
44

 Robyn Wiegman, “Missiles and Melodrama (Masculinity and the Televised War)” in Jeffords and 

Rabinovitz, eds., Seeing Through the Media, p. 175.  
45

 Lauren Rabinovitz, “Soap Opera Woes: Genre, Gender, and the Persian Gulf War,” in Jeffords and 

Rabinovitz, eds., Seeing Through the Media, p. 191.  
46

 Rabinovitz, p. 196. 
47

 Wiegman, p. 176. 
48

 Enloe, pp. 219-220. 
49

 Enloe, p. 220. 



 226 

soldier masculinity with portrayals of an assertive masculinity, especially in relation to 

justice and leadership, played an important role in delineating images of model citizens 

and model nation states. In his broadcast to the nation on the Gulf War, Bush‟s 

emphatic resolution that “[t]here will be no more Vietnams”, applied equally to the real 

and the representational.
50

 

The Bush preference for the deployment of gender discourse can be understood 

through research on myth and tradition, such as that conducted by Anthony Giddens and 

Philip Allott. Giddens writes:    

Detraditionalisation does not mean an end to tradition. Rather, tradition … [may 

be] reinvigorated and actively defended. … The „reason‟ of tradition differs 

from that of discourse. … [T]he whole point of tradition is that it contains a 

„performative notion‟ of truth … Truth is exemplified in the performance of the 

traditional practices and symbols.
51

 

 

Allott offers another perspective, supportive of Giddens‟ view:  

The myth of human nature is one of the most ancient, the most widespread, and 

the most powerful of all myths. It requires us to believe that each of us contains 

a second self which is a universal self. … [It can be constructed as] our 

instinctive self, … our biological self [or] … our supernatural self.
52

 

  

The prevailing gender allusions in presidential discourse provided the Bush 

administration with a strong rhetorical framework upon which to construct an 

essentialist sense of the American male and female self that would appeal to religious 

and secular constituents in the new world order.
 
By implication, cultural deviations from 

essentialism emerge through what Michael Messner calls a “false symmetry”.
53

 When 

the logic of gender mythology is applied to nation states, myth becomes the entry point 

to “determine, and understand and evaluate, the behaviour of such states”.
54

 This 

particular motif of gender within the new international context created a powerful 

mythic interpretation of right and wrong, good and evil, law and lawlessness, that could 

be applied to both the gendered American self and the (domestic and international) 

other.  
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 In sum, Bush promoted the ideology of gender essentialism, making it a national 

issue that was publicly debated in relation to criminality (high levels of incarceration) 

and morality (issues of AIDS, homosexuality, single mothers and abortion), and an 

international motif to determine the morality and the legality of events and practices like 

the Gulf War and the international drug trade.
55

 Hence, this particular Republican 

translation of Manifest Destiny philosophy attempted to create an essentialist gendered 

American self and corresponding deviations or aberrations in both domestic and 

international settings. The spate of New Age texts which became popular during these 

early years, like those to be examined in this chapter, reiterate and reinforce paradigms 

of gender exploited by Republican philosophy.
 
While the mythopoetic movement is 

often viewed as a reaction to feminist gains of the previous decades, it can also be read 

as part of a domestic engagement with nationalist gender constructions endorsed by the 

White House.
56

 It will be established that New Age writers as exemplified by Bly and 

Williamson participated in this political vision through the construction of texts that 

similarly endorsed the designated gender roles in the family of self and nation.  

 

**** 

 

Worthy warriors   

  Harvard graduate and notable American poet Robert Bly rose to literary 

prominence during the mid-to-late 1960s for his efforts in “cofound[ing] the American 

Writers Against the Vietnam War”, and he published much on “the power of myth, 

Indian ecstatic poetry, meditation, and storytelling” during the 1970s.
57

 By the 1980s, 

Bly began concentrating on issues of masculinity, and he continued to publish various 

stories and collections of poetry throughout the decade. But it was not until 1990 when 

gender concerns were increasingly debated that Bly achieved New Age success with 

Iron John, a reworking of the 1820s Grimm fairy tale, “Iron John,” and an exploration 

                                                 
55

 Schaller et al., pp. 481-487 and 522-526.    
56

 Messner examines the idea of backlash in relation to men‟s movements. See Messner, Politics of 

Masculinities, pp. 89-110. Feminist critics like Faludi see the re-introduction of conservative gender 

issues as part of White House reaction to feminism. See Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War 

Against Women (1991; London: Chatto & Windus, 1992). 
57

 Bly won a Fulbright scholarship in 1956 to Norway to study Norse poetry. He claims that from this 

experience comes his love of European fairy tales and he continues to give “seminars” on these today.  

See Robert Bly, A Short Biography of Robert Bly, paragraphs 1-4. 

http://www.robertbly.com/biography.html (accessed 19/11/05). Von Hallberg discusses Bly‟s 

contribution to the American arts and also provides a short biography. See Robert von Hallberg, 

“Conclusion: The Place of Poets, 1995,” and “Appendix I: Biographies of Poets,” in The Cambridge 

History of American Literature: Volume Eight: Poetry and Criticism, 1940-1995, Gen. ed. Sacvan 

Bercovitch (Cambridge, Eng.; Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 201-208 and  pp. 216-217.    

http://www.robertbly.com/biography.html


 228 

of mythopoetic kingly and warrior masculinity.
58

 Bly‟s transition from anti-war 

advocate to major speaker in the mythopoetic movement with its emphasis upon 

kingship and warrior masculinity is, however, less of a contradiction than it may at first 

appear, for his personal history features a similar spiritual and political trajectory 

expressed by the literary texts examined in this thesis.
59

  

 Marianne Williamson came to public attention during the 1980s while teaching 

and lecturing on A Course in Miracles, a text also influential in Louise Hay‟s 

philosophy.
60

 Echoing the discursive commonalities between the White House and the 

New Age during the period, Williamson also concentrated on the “limitless power of 

the individual … to improve”, and she claimed that “[t]he miracle is a shift in our own 

thinking”.
61

 Yet like Bly, Williamson also moved with the political times, for by the 

early 1990s, she began to champion conservative gender conventions as the means by 

which to bring about a peaceful world. She imagined a world fortified by queenly 

femininity to be one where the “light [would] be dazzling” (p. 136). While Williamson 

declares herself to be a “„leftist‟”, the acquiescence to Republican gender ideology, 

apparent in her writing, appears to outweigh her expressed political persuasions.
62

  

It is the contention of this thesis that Iron John and A Woman’s Worth can be 

read as New Age renderings of complementary gender codes. The political engagement 

of these texts with the Bush agenda is evident in their decision to address a single sex, 

for no iconic New Age text in previous decades had self-consciously gendered its 

reader.
 
Of interest is the manner in which both writers frame their interpretations of 

gender in motifs of power. Thus while the Bush administration mobilised gender in the 

discourse of leadership, these New Age texts employ motifs of leadership in the 

discourse of gender. Both Iron John and A Woman’s Worth also engage with various 

forms of mythology. This represents a departure by these New Age writers from their 

literary predecessors, for the most consistent justification for New Age spirituality since 

the Cold War had been that of science. However, unlike nineteenth-century ideologies 

of gender, which often utilised science as the means to (re)formulate and (re)cast gender 

as biological determinism, with feminist agitation, science had by the 1990s lost some 

of its former ability to underpin essentialism in modern America. Perhaps, more 
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importantly, as discussed earlier, science, in the form of media technology, was used by 

this administration to disembody American troops during the Gulf War. In turn, gender 

mythology became the means of reconstructing the American self, particularly the 

American man. In this spiritual and political milieu, it is therefore not surprising that 

both the Republican administration and New Age writers employed right-wing theology 

and Western mythology as the base for a return to specific yet separate gender codes.
63

 

As supposedly ahistorical discourses, mythology and theology offer the foundation 

upon which an argument for gender essentialism can be made. As Allott states, the 

power of myth resides in its capacity to teach that “[w]e are what we are and so we 

should be”.
64

    

 

**** 

 

All the king’s men     

  In 1993, Leonard Kriegel examined the national preoccupation with gender, 

claiming that “sex and gender questions increasingly dominate cultural discourse. … 

[T]he latest in gender myths [is] the oppression of the American male”.
65

 However, 

Kriegel views these issues as limited to the social impact of feminism, positioning them 

as a domestic cultural phenomenon, and so he does not consider the interplay between 

international politics and gender discourse. On the other hand, Frank Pitman writes that 

men “need a men‟s movement … [to] help [them] figure out what to do with [their] 

masculinity”.
66

 Bly, too, considers there was anxiety surrounding American 

masculinity, leadership and politics within the context of the early post-Cold War 

period. For example, in one of the rare passages where science is invoked, Bly argues 

that “for this century and this moment it is important to emphasize the three percent 

difference [in DNA] that makes a person masculine” (p. 234). This statement by Bly 

raises the question: what is at stake here for American masculinity that critically 

pertains to “this moment” (1990) at the end of the Cold War?  

                                                 
63

 Another highly successful text commonly associated with the New Age that employs conservative 

gender realignment is John Gray‟s Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus: A Practical Guide for 

Improving Communication and Getting What You Want in Your Relationships. (1992; New York: 

Thorsons, 1993). While not specifically a spiritualist text, the larger proportion of Gray‟s text utilises 

Roman mythology of the gods and goddesses. In doing so, Gray was able to capture both „spheres‟ of this 

pop psychology reader market by similarly reworking American discourses of empire and gender. 
64

 Allott, p. 324.  
65

 Leonard Kriegel, “Gender and Its Discontents,” Partisan Review 60 (1993), 453. Italics in original.  
66

 Frank Pittman, “Why the Men‟s Movement isn‟t so Funny,” Psychology Today 25 (1992), 84.  



 230 

  Like Bush, Bly‟s ideological representation of masculinity moves easily 

between the dual constructs of father of the nation and father of the family. He states 

that masculine anxieties can be resolved by subscribing to the vision of the 

mythopoetic, for therein “true identity can be revealed”, and thus ultimately manifest 

the masculine “state of kingship” (pp. 236-237). He claims there are seven masculine 

rites designed to reveal this masculinity; these being the King, the Warrior, the Lover, 

the Trickster, the Magician, the Grief Man, and the Wild Man. While Bly considers the 

seven rites to be equally important, he focusses “at length” on the King, “pa[ys] much 

attention to the Warrior”, and notes that the Lover is “one of the greatest figures” (p. 

228). Thus despite Bly‟s argument that all seven rituals serve significant functions, by 

his own admission, four of these are given the larger portion of the text. Interestingly, 

these particular components, the King, the Warrior, the Lover and the Wild Man (who 

“energizes this whole story”) best complement American presidential constructions of 

masculinity in aspects such as the ruling elite, the military, marriage, and the desire to 

pursue these ideals (p. 228).
67

 More importantly, Bly sees masculinity as evolving 

through a series of socially constructed initiations in order for men to properly 

participate in their essential roles, those of king and father. What can be detected here is 

that Bly advocates a linear progression of rituals which lead into the production of an 

essentialised and thus timeless state of being for this masculine self. In this light, Bly‟s 

discourse is premised upon the progressive and static temporal qualities which conflate 

faith and power found in American national philosophy.  

 For Bly, as for Bush, images of masculinity which simultaneously position the 

father as head of the family and nation evoke associations with the world of Classical 

empires. In fact, Bly claims, “all great cultures except ours preserve and have lived with 

images of this positive male energy” (p. 23).
 
Bly‟s comment here requires some further 

investigation. Which great cultures does Bly refer to and why? Firstly, Bly argues for a 

mythopoetic masculinity by drawing upon Classical mythology. It is this aspect that 

appears to gain the most attention from critics who claim that his use of pre-historical 

and historical data is decontextualised.
 
As Messner writes:  

Bly‟s curious interpretations of mythology, his highly selective use of history, 

psychology, and anthropology, and his essentialist („instinctive‟) assumptions 

about masculinity, which run counter to the past 30 years of social scientific 
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research on the social construction of gender, have been soundly criticized as 

shoddy scholarship.
68

 

 

In regard to contemporary gender concerns, R. W. Connell claims that 

decontextualisation by mythopoetic figures like Bly resituates “social issues about men 

into questions of pure psychology”.
69

 While this decontextualisation is a significant 

factor in any critique of the mythopoetic, it is more useful in this study to consider the 

discursive features of this mythologising process. Although Bly draws upon a range of 

mythologies, his political focus remains, for the most part, upon that of the Greeks.
70

 

For instance, Bly writes that “Zeus energy” was comprised of “intelligence, robust 

health, compassionate decisiveness, good will [and] generous leadership”, and so, 

according to Bly, it was “a positive male energy that has accepted authority” (p. 22). He 

argues that America should follow this Greek example, because America had been 

losing its “Zeus energy … decade after decade” (pp. 22-23). Secondly, James L. Nolan 

Jr. discusses the way in which the contemporary American polity has been influenced 

by Greco-Roman Republican ideals, because they “provided the early governing order 

with an important source of legitimation”.
71

 Like his forefathers, Bly then refers to the 

Classical period for ideological support, indicating that he sees the early 1990s as a 

modern „new beginning‟ for the United States.  

 Hence, Bly‟s construction of masculinity has political connotations not only for 

American men (and women), but for America itself. In particular, Bly constructs the 

role of king in a dichotomy that mimics White House constructions of international 

enemies. In an attempt to downplay the memory of Vietnam in which men such as Bly 

believe they were “lied to” by the government, Bush constructed a paradigm of the good 

American father
 
(p. 32). Through the creation of the “false symmetry”, as Messner 

named it, Bush evoked images of evil fathering in his discourse on Iraq. In his Address 

to the Nation, for instance, Bush talked of Saddam Hussein who “systematically raped, 

pillaged and plundered” Kuwait.
72

 He discussed Saddam‟s killing of “innocent 

[Kuwaiti] children” and told of how he had “threatened the future of [America‟s] 
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children”.
73

 In sum, Bush stated that it was his “hope” that Iraq “rejoin the family of 

peace-loving nations”.
74

 Through such juxtaposition, Bush becomes that archetypal 

good father by implication. Similarly, Bly claims there is a “double stream” in 

mythological kingship, both the “Sacred King” who brings about an “ordered universe”, 

and the “Poisoned [or] … Twisted King” who creates “disorder” (p. 113). In providing 

an example, Bly places his argument in an international Cold War context, for he claims 

that the Sacred King was enacted by “Churchill” while the Poisoned King was 

embodied by “Stalin” (p. 114). 

 Bly‟s narrative further aligns with presidential configurations of gender in his 

displacement of soldier masculinity. Bly asks how American men might transform their 

“aggressive mode … which leads to battering other nations and other people. … That is 

the question [the] whole nation has to ask in the wake of the cold war‟s collapse” (p. 

190). Bly again resorts to analogies between the modern military culture of the United 

States and Greco-Roman society. For example, when examining the Roman and Greek 

understandings of the King, the Warrior and Farmer, Bly includes a discussion on 

General Patton. He considers Patton to have been “hardwired” with warrior psychology, 

in an experience of war which drew from “imagine[d] opposites” in the “holiness of the 

battlefield”
 
(p. 150). However, Bly is also concerned that men such as Patton become 

“stuck in warrior mode” (p. 191). The word chosen, “stuck”, signifies that Bly does not 

consider military masculinity to be an authentic and fully developed masculine position, 

unlike that of the king. Bly also mourns the (publicised) reduction of warrior status in 

incidents, for instance, like that of “Ollie North” who, in service to a “corrupt” King, 

simply became a “soldier” (p. 150). Bly‟s solution to this masculine fall from grace 

echoes the administration‟s censorship of the Gulf War. He argues that on return from 

battle, the warrior ritual which usually emphasises the “infinitive to win [should be] 

replaced by the infinitive to be seen”, cast once more in the form of war parades and a 

hero‟s welcome for troops (p. 199 italics in original). Bly therefore seeks to disconnect 

the figure of the American soldier from the immorality of the battlefield by relocating 

this figure as a victorious yet moral warrior within the national context, paralleling the 

gender and media strategies deployed by the White House.  
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Transmission of the light  

 The mythopoetic Iron John is not therefore just “A Book About Men”, as its title 

suggests. Rather it is a political prescription for white American men to become leaders 

of their families and communities. To ensure the future enactment of such traditional 

roles, Bush announced in his Inaugural Speech that   

[w]e must bring in the generations, harnessing the unused talent of the elderly 

 and the unfocused energy of the young. For not only leadership is passed from 

 generation to generation, but so is stewardship.
75

 

 

Bly, too, implores American men to consider their propensity to “reject [the] father” (p. 

92). Within these constructions of masculinity shared by the Republicans and the 

mythopoetic movement lies a notion of compulsory heterosexuality and a commitment 

to traditional marriage and the family. Louise B. Silverstein et al. define the 

mythopoetic approach and the Promise Keepers as parts of the “neo-conservative 

movement”, and they argue both groups seek to “reconstruct the fathering role”.
76

 They 

claim such groups endorse  

a hierarchical power relationship of male dominance over women in families. 

[They] define parenting roles as linked to biological differences between men 

and women. [And] when it is combined with religious fundamentalism, it 

condemns homosexuality.
77

  

 

Cheryl Rickabaugh also examines the propensity of these types of groups to consider 

homosexuality a “civil rights issue, not a men‟s issue”, thus ideas of heterosexual 

masculine leadership are said to be biologically determined in this discourse.
78

  

 In relation to the Promise Keepers, Silverstein et al. write that the fathers are to 

“„lead by serving‟”.
79

 Here the father is repositioned as “spiritual leader, rather than 

patriarch”.
80

 Meanwhile women are considered “different but coequal”, initially 

indicating a complementarian approach to gender.
81

 Iron John also defines leadership as 

masculine, and the text draws upon political images of gods, kings and warriors to 

support this essentialist claim. However, the narrative of the fairy tale culminates in the 

marriage of Iron John to the princess, thus leadership in Bly‟s terms associates 
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masculine power and authority with heterosexual marriage. And so, despite variance in 

their respective religious practices, the Promise Keepers and the mythopoetic movement 

uphold the traditional nuclear family, evidence of their contribution to the cultural and 

political attempt to restore and fortify the “American family”, as Bush sought.
 
 

However, both movements endeavour to displace feminist theological discourse with a 

masculinist rhetoric of divine leader, suggesting that the Promise Keepers and the 

mythopoetic movement share the gender ideology of moderate evangelical discourse.
82  

 

 Like his Republican and religious counterparts, Bly does not see the existence of 

separate spheres as dividing the sexes. Rather he believes that without masculine and 

feminine order, men and women will “grow farther apart” (p. 235). Testifying to the 

merging constructs between moderate evangelicalism and mythopoetic philosophy, Bly 

argues that there is a lack of respect shown to American fathers by both women and 

men, and an increase in the number of single mothers who cannot teach their sons. As a 

result, American men have lost their ability to “protect boundaries” (p. 178). He claims 

the loss of the traditional male role leads to feelings of masculine emptiness (and the 

sense of victimisation that Kriegel writes of). In turn, men may be healed only by 

accessing the “Grief Man”. To avoid further masculine losses, Bly advocates that young 

boys must be cared for by men. He openly champions the notion of separate spheres, 

stating that “only men can initiate men, as only women can initiate women” (p. 16). 

Pitman agrees, writing, “I can‟t speak now to what men want, but it is clear that what 

men need is fathers to raise them to be men”.
83

  

Whereas the Promise Keepers attract a large number of African American 

followers, according to Matthew C. Gutmann, men of colour seldom participate in the 

mythopoetic movement.
84

 While it has been argued that gender conventions integral to a 

nineteenth-century Manifest Destiny understanding have been re-employed in 

mythopoetic discourse, so, too, it seems, has its historical racial narrative. For instance, 

Bly‟s representation of the Classical republics, which evokes American images of white 

democratic law and order, construct a chronotopic site in which the appropriation of 

Native American Indian rites occurs. He incorporates Indian rituals such as masks, 

totems, drumming and the sweat lodge, in what Philip Deloria calls “Indian-tinged 

settings”.
85

 Here the imagined Indian figure is erased from this landscape, as it was in 
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The Way of the Peaceful Warrior, leaving only mythopoetic appropriations of Indian 

ritual. 

In an interview given in 1988 as talk of the end of the Cold War began to 

circulate, Bly had emphatically stated, “We need to make clear that the Wild Man is not 

the same as the Savage Man, or the Macho Man”, and he continues this perspective in 

Iron John by arguing that men must make the “distinction between the instinct for 

fierceness and the instinct for aggression” (p. 46).
86

 He insists, however, that the Wild 

Man is not something men should “be … but be in touch with”, and he criticises earlier 

writers such as “Kerouac” for “fail[ing] to make the distinction” (p. 227 italics in 

original). This is an interesting comparison, because, as this thesis has argued, 

Kerouac‟s vision stressed the recovery of the relationship between the American self 

and the landscape in order that destiny might be realised. In this light, it seems that Bly 

also focussed upon the characterisations in Kerouac‟s writings, those “sacred 

personages” Huxley wrote of that Kerouac also deplored.
87

  

Such displacement of the racial other requires further explanation in light of the 

fact that Bly does not see himself as a New Age writer, that he views New Age 

masculinity as “„soft‟” (p. 3). Bly opens Iron John by drawing attention to the figure at 

the heart of national philosophy: the agrarian pilgrim, by lamenting that modern 

American men “have veered far away from the Saturnian, old-man-minded farmer … 

who arrived in New England in 1630” (p. 1). And so, Bly implores men to seek the 

depths of the Wild Man of the woods and other “dark, wet, and low” places as the 

means to restore themselves and therefore society
 
(p. 9). In closing, he states that 

mythopoetic practice such as that offered in Iron John can transform a man into a 

“religious figure … in touch with God and sexuality, with spirit and earth” (p. 249). 

Bly‟s claim is therefore one that seeks to reclaim a relationship between men, the 

landscape and God, indicating the text‟s gendered nationalist sensibilities. The 

progressive features of nationalist narrative are also present, as Bly writes that “more 

travel lies ahead. No stage is the final stop” (p. 4). The structure of his argument thus 

adheres to the binary of lament and celebration central to American white narratives, for 

he mourns the loss of the father and his relationship with the landscape, a figure whose 

restoration, achieved through the appropriation of Native American Indian ritual, is 

celebrated. From this perspective, Bly‟s mythopoetic understandings of masculinity are 

structured within the time/space configuration and values of the chronotope that features 
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in American nationalism. As Connell writes, “Bly simply presuppose[s] a white, 

heterosexual, middle-class American readership. The men addressed are those who 

quietly benefit from patriarchy without being militant in its defence”.
88

 And so, Messner 

points out, the popularity of the mythopoetic occurs “precisely because it is so 

congruent with shifts already taking place within current constructions of hegemonic 

masculinity”.
89

  

Andrea Stuart writes in “Saving the Male” that mythopoetic masculinity is the 

“warm fuzzy stuff [that] makes real men like George Bush want to heave”.
90

 Bly, too, 

has openly spoken of his dislike of the Republican Party, considering “[s]uch men tend 

to be domineering, isolated, dry, as stick-like as Bush”.
91

 Nonetheless, the formulations 

of contemporaneous political rhetoric underpin Iron John‟s discourse. Hence, while Bly 

mediates Native American Indian figures popularised by both Huxley and Castaneda, 

and continues thematic links with Millman‟s peaceful warrior, his text is deeply 

implicated in the ideological project of Bush‟s presidency. Kriegel‟s comments are 

more fruitful than those of Stuart, for he declares that it is not Iron John‟s narrative but 

its    

 reception … that speaks of how terribly unsettled American men feel at this 

 moment in history. Viewed as a cultural phenomenon, Iron John is worth all 

 the attention it has received. … [The book] has its equal-opportunity 

 equivalent in feminists who are eager to bring back goddesses and witches and 

 who pontificate about „feminine‟ sensibility.
92

   

 

Thus, despite the disavowal of politics by the mythopoetic movement, Iron John aligns 

itself with Republican-styled models of gender and citizenship, both of which derive 

their constructions from evangelical strands of Christianity. The inclusion of the fairy 

tale mythologises the political undercurrents of the text while it romanticises the 

gendering of liberty and salvation. Together, these factors encourage a new 

mythologising of national philosophy designed to mark the realisation of America‟s 

destiny in a post-Cold War world. In sum, the most important of the political linkages in 

the text is the displacement of soldier masculinity and other deviant forms by the 

valorisation of the white American father, that authoritative benefactor, as leader of the 

family and leader of the nation.  

 

**** 
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Queen of the new age    

 Drawing mostly from Classical Greek and Roman mythology, Goddess 

spirituality articulates a variety of women-centred beliefs, creating diversity and often 

disagreement in the discourse.
 
However, it is possible to discern some of the more 

popular theoretical paradigms. It is important therefore to first discuss the major 

positions inside the Goddess movement in order to ascertain the perspective articulated 

by Williamson in A Woman’s Worth. Goddess spirituality is considered by critics and 

adherents alike to be a derivative of Wicca, defined as “modern witchcraft”, and 

Neopaganism, which is “pantheistic and nature-worshipping”.
93

 Wicca has two major 

streams, these being the traditional Wicca and the Dianic wing. Karen Junker and 

Vernieda Vergara offer an overview of the development of modern witchcraft and 

Neopaganism: 

[A] larger proportion of members in Wicca are known as eclectic practitioners. 

That is, they are not a part of any specific Wiccan craft and often not part of a 

coven. Instead, these practitioners draw upon several sources to form their own 

individualized and innovative religious practices … These eclectics are more 

commonly called „Neopagan‟ or „Pagan‟.
94

  

 

Importantly, according to Margot Adler, a leading figure in Wicca, adherents of these 

practices “think of their religion as based on what one does  … rather than the written 

word”.
95

 As a result, devotees rely less on books as sources of spiritual information. 

And so, although texts published by well-known Wiccans including Adler and Starhawk 

during the 1980s and 1990s were popular, they did not become best sellers.
96

 

Williamson‟s commercial success with A Woman’s Worth therefore marks this text as 

one of greater interest.  

 In a narrative that advocates the claiming of women‟s power, the trope of the 

Goddess works well as a metaphor for the historical subjugation of women through 
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political and religious processes. As Junker and Vergara state, “Wicca, in all its 

incarnations, is probably one of the longest and most persecuted religions in history”.
97

 

Acknowledging this subjugation, Jon P. Bloch‟s study offers the following definition of 

the Goddess movement, as one which “offer[s] self-empowerment through a specific 

„naming‟ of female experience as divine, and … shun[s] what are perceived to be 

patriarchal values that promote gender inequalities”.
98

 Wiccans believe in “balanced 

polarities,” particularly in regard to gender.
99

 However, while traditional Wicca does 

profess complementary essentialism, it does not appear to separate the cultural practices 

of men and women.
100

 Commenting on the emergence of Dianic Wicca in the early 

seventies, Falcon River explains: 

 Inspired by the nature and aspects of the Roman goddess Diana (and her 

 predecessor, the Greek goddess Artemis) as a protector of women and wild 

 nature, [it is] committed to finding positive life-affirming solutions for 

 personal and global problems.
101

 
 
 

 

Traditionally, Wiccans are at times in disagreement with Dianic adherents. They 

consider that the “disregard for one polarity” shown by the Dianics towards men 

“throw[s] the magical forces askew”.
102

 These differences in Goddess spirituality are 

important to a proper understanding of Williamson‟s appropriation of Dianic and Wicca 

discourses, because it will be determined that this text has little in common with either 

Wiccan or Dianic conceptions of faith. It will be argued that this New Age 

representation of goddess spirituality is mediated through political filters that are 

rejected in both forms of Wiccan philosophy.   

Perhaps the most significant way in which Williamson differs politically from 

these Wiccan spiritualities is in her propensity to discuss gender relations in terms of 

feminine subservience to masculine authority. For instance, Williamson endeavours 

neither to offend nor to usurp. She writes:   

 This is a time of a monumental shift, from the male dominance of human 

 consciousness back to a balanced relationship between masculine and 

 feminine. The Goddess archetype doesn‟t replace God; she merely keeps him 

 company. She expresses his feminine face (pp. 39-40). 
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However, Junker and Vergara among others disagree. They claim, “According to 

Wiccan tradition, the Goddess is the immanent existing force and the origin of all 

creation as in the Earth, nature and life itself”.
103

 Wendy Griffin also argues against 

Williamson‟s perspective. She states that Goddess spirituality  

  focus[es] on the differences between the mythic image of a female divinity 

 who creates life alone in an act of parthenogenesis by reaching within her own 

 body in a physical, material act, and that of a transcendent, celibate male 

 divinity who created life with a thought or a word and who is above and apart 

 from his creation.
104

 

 

Bloch writes that adherents considered “the Goddess provided a sense of spiritual 

validation [for a] woman that could not be found in the alleged patriarchal biases of 

mainline religious theology”.
105

 And River explains the Dianic position:  

 Dianics recognize the God, and all that is specifically male in nature, as a 

 variation of Her, sourced from, and contained within the Goddess, as males 

 and females are created, contained within, and birthed from the wombs of 

 women. Therefore, although the God is always present as one of Her sacred 

 creations, He is not specifically invoked in Dianic ritual, and there are no 

 specifically male images on a Dianic altar. 
106

 
 
 

 

So although Williamson claims that “[t]he crucifixion of the Goddess - the invalidation 

of feminine beliefs and values - lies at the heart of all [female] painful dramas”, her 

attempts to fortify the feminine nonetheless posit women as the complementary other to 

masculine authority by her deference to a patriarchal Christian God (p. 18). From this 

perspective, Williamson‟s views are oppositional to both schools of Wicca outside of 

New Age discourse, since Wiccan ideology rejects in its entirety a masculinist discourse 

of divinity.
 
Her text is a New Age reformulation of White House and pro-masculinist 

evangelical understandings of God, and so Williamson‟s spiritual discourse has more in 

common with Bly.
107

    

 The complementarian politics of A Woman’s Worth is apparent, for Williamson 

also upholds Republican constructions of model female citizenship. Importantly, she 

expresses these ideals through rhetoric that dominates in American discourses of empire 
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and gender, and so Williamson, too, participates in the preparation of American women 

for their role within the new political order. Championing the argument of Bly and 

Bush, Williamson claims that “[w]omanhood is being recast” and that collectively, 

women are the “daughters of history and mothers to a new world” (pp. 5 and 118). She 

acknowledges the impact of national debates on issues of gender and she formulates her 

New Age goddess perspective within the framework of Republican essentialism:  

There is endless talk today about the role of women in our society. But we 

cannot have a  meaningful discussion of our role without first establishing who 

we are at our core. Who a woman is must be determined before we can know 

what she is supposed to do. … Then, and only then, do we begin to understand 

politics (pp. 136-137 italics in original). 

 

Williamson offers a resolution to the American anxiety concerning gender, which is 

articulated once again in nineteenth-century terms. She claims, “The masculine is 

active, the feminine passive; the masculine is dynamic, the feminine magnetic. The 

masculine does while the feminine is” (p. 62 italics in original).
108

 While this 

essentialism is also common to Wicca gender conventions, it is in Williamson‟s 

explanation of the function of women in society that the two begin to diverge. She 

writes that it is women‟s role to “bring peace, by receiving it from God and allowing 

him to spread his peace through [them] to all humankind” (p. 84 italics in original). This 

construction of woman replicates those inherent in the original Manifest Destiny 

philosophy.  

 Williamson‟s allusions to the power of the queen (subjugated to Bly‟s masculine 

authority of the king) and the energy of the Goddess to fulfil such a vision, creates 

tropes and imagery that serve as a feminine complement to Bly‟s Iron John, Republican 

discourse and moderate evangelical understandings of gender. For example, she 

encourages women to remember that “[they] don‟t have to give birth … to know [they 

are] the mothers of the world … [because they] are all mothers to all children” (p. 105). 

For Williamson, a women‟s authorial role is limited to providing a supportive 

environment within enclosed mythical “castles” (p. 9). In fact, Williamson reminds her 

female reader that “[h]er goal must not be to find a job but to become a magnificent 

woman”, like Jacqueline Kennedy who stated that “her greatest service to the nation … 

would be to take care of John Kennedy” (pp. 43 and 108). And so, as a naturalised 

complement to Bly‟s king, Williamson‟s queen is constructed as both mother of the 
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home and mother of the nation, a subordinate role that entails the care of the family and 

the world, thus creating a „domestic‟ and international perspective for American 

women.   

 Williamson seems aware of America‟s hegemonic mission in this early post-

Cold War period and she includes a role for women with this context. For instance, she 

urges women to collectively “make a commitment … to healing the world; [they] must 

embrace the understanding that [they] were born as women to do this. … that is 

woman‟s work: to be the conscience of a society” (pp. 123 and 131). While Williamson 

claims to support the aspirations of women in any capacity of their choosing, the 

rhetorical expression of that support indicates Williamson‟s preferred role for women is 

arguably as a “point of light”, the 1990s reworking of the nineteenth-century „angel in 

the house‟. These views appear in contrast with Goddess research, like that completed 

by Bloch. He writes that “the Goddess movement was seen as relevant to issues of 

gender inequality beyond the self”.
109

 The ideology of the Goddess was not considered 

by Wiccan participants to be restricted by feminised visions of self and nation.
 
 

 Although Williamson makes much of the post-Cold War period for American 

women, in a reflexive action, she also claims that women should “not look to the world 

for [their] sustenance or for [their] identity as a woman because [they] will not find 

them there” (p. 21). Gender separatism is endorsed by Williamson‟s argument that “[a]s 

long as [women] focus on the outer world, which is not [their] home base … [they] will 

remain in the weaker … position” (p. 137). Invoked through the application of magic 

ritual, “[f]eminine power isn‟t something [women] go out and acquire”, she states, 

“because it‟s already within [them]” (p. 57). Undoubtedly, this approach has the effect 

of disconnecting women “from historical and institutional analysis of power”.
110

 More 

significantly, in terms of political endorsement, Williamson‟s construction of feminine 

power plays the supportive other for masculine representations of nationalist authority 

found in Iron John. Feminine power cannot be transformed into authority in the 

Classical and mythopoetic sense, for there is no external “source” with which, as Bly 

states, one needs “to be in touch”. While Williamson does seek to connect her reader 

with their surroundings, she redefines “landscape” as “[t]he relationships, careers, 

children, dreams, betrayals, hopes, wins, losses” of American women (p. x). Like Bly, 
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the universalising concepts employed by Williamson also relate directly to assumptions 

about whiteness, since, as Ansell points out, right-wing racism of the period was 

disseminated through the rhetoric of “civil religion”, which reconfigured “symbolic 

images of culture and nation”, a strategy also deployed in A Woman’s Worth.
111

 Thus in 

complement to Bly, whose masculinist nationalist discourse could appropriate Native 

American traditions, Williamson‟s, as a feminised rhetoric, maintains a focus upon 

white women to foster the private space of home. By contrast, Wiccans “attempt to link 

what they believe is the divine within them to the divine around them in the natural 

world”.
112

 Their philosophy retains a strong focus upon the relationship between women 

and the actual landscape, and thus it disrupts the masculinist aspirations in nationalist 

American narratives.
 
 

Williamson‟s text further endorses nationalist constructions of women. For 

instance, the narrative of progression, expressed through the binary of lament and 

celebration, appears when Williamson speaks of the “obstruct[ions]” to a woman‟s 

“cosmic destination”, but she states that “there are ways to transcend, ways to go 

forward” (pp. 4 and 8). Here, the “suffering” woman is restored by entering “a passage 

of light” so that she might “rule from a glorious place” (pp. x and 10). For Williamson, 

fusion of the female self into this chronotopic space occurs as expected in nationalist 

discourse. However, she offers a gendered vision, and, as such, it is confined to the 

imaginary and real elements that comprised the private space of home. Williamson‟s 

conservative perspective therefore works to depoliticise and disengage women not only 

from critiques of national authority, but also from that authority itself.  

 

Leave a light on  

 Since Williamson constructs a vision of gender that is historically rooted in 

ideals inherent in the political expansionism of Manifest Destiny discourse, she does not 

critique American masculinity. Rather, various enactments of feminist theory are 

described as erroneous learned behaviour. By comparison, women are encouraged to 
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romanticise their lives and withdraw from the sphere of men. For instance, Williamson 

argues that when women remember that they are “queens from another kingdom, then 

the kings in this one will wake up” (p. 137). She justifies her position by claiming that 

women have “switched to a masculine psychological mode. … Part of [the] Amazon 

neurosis is the way [women] have all learned to play the man. … Only now do [women] 

realize what a mistake that is” (pp. 85 and 62). At other times, readers are threatened 

with the prospect of being socially alienated if they do not heed Williamson‟s advice, 

with comments to the effect that most women “want a masculine man, but there‟s no 

way to have one unless [they] become feminine women” (p. 63). Women are invited to 

consider the merit of this statement: “Make a home for the beloved, and he will find his 

way there” (p. 75). The sequence by Williamson follows a similar pattern to that in Iron 

John, where spiritual progression for men finds its resolution in marriage to the princess 

and ascension to the throne. And so when she claims that  

[t]he world as it is has very little use for your womanhood. You are considered a 

weaker sex and are treated as a sexual object. You are thoroughly dispensable 

except for bearing children,   

 

such polemic becomes meaningless in light of Williamson‟s consistent valorisation of 

separate spheres, conservative ideologies of marriage, and compulsory heterosexuality 

(p. 21).  

While Williamson does not insist that mothers be separated from their sons, she 

does endorse the teaching of the “princess” (daughters) by the “queen” (mothers). As in 

mythopoetic discourse, American mothers are chastised for “hav[ing] failed to teach 

[their] sons, much less [their] daughters” (p. 37). And although Williamson does 

concede that the American man is “spoiled”, this view is devoid of significance if 

women are told that “he‟s such a boy … just as lost and just as scared … as [women] 

are” (pp. 36 and 81). Her reminder to women of the victimisation of men and boys 

resonates with Bly‟s philosophy of the oppression of men by women, and his 

endorsement of separate spheres.  

 Another significant aspect of Williamson‟s gender discourse is the traditional 

construction of love and sexuality. For example, she claims, “The Goddess is in her 

highest glory when [a woman is] in love. … [She] can do anything. … But if she is not 

in love, she lacks energy” (pp. 80, 82 and 83). As Williamson gives only token attention 

to homosexuality and lesbianism in the form of a footnote, the preferred identity of 

worthy women is the white married mother (p. 77). Eroticised conceptions of woman in 

both wings of the Goddess movement, which according to Griffin, “not only liberate 
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female sexuality from concepts of sin, but actually celebrate the erotic”, are restrained 

by Williamson to the confines of romantic love within marriage.
113

 This view by 

Williamson is also at odds with River‟s explanation that  

women of all sexual orientations were welcomed, participated [in] and 

contributed to the Dianic tradition. … [It was] the first Witchcraft tradition in 

contemporary  times to welcome lesbians and include lesbian rites of passage 

(including same-sex union ceremonies).
114

 

  

This constraint on the erotic remains consistent with Bly‟s understandings of masculine 

sexuality, for, although he also endorses eroticism for men, his argument similarly 

limits this to husbands and fathers within heterosexual marriage. 

 A Woman’s Worth is interested less in established forms of witchcraft when 

compared to its engagement with Republican gender discourse and pro-masculinist 

dialogues. As Junker and Vergara state, “For the traditional Wiccan, the Goddess was a 

symbol of nature … for the feminist, the Goddess was the symbol of the empowerment 

of women”.
115

 However, Williamson‟s narrative takes neither position. Rather, 

prevailing political ideas of separatism regarding the societal function of men and 

women, especially evident in the feminine deference shown to masculine leadership, 

take precedence. Thus, despite its claim to empower women, New Age Neopaganism 

such as Williamson‟s offers a voice that has little in common with traditional Wicca, 

Dianic Wicca, feminist theory or historical suffragette discourse. More importantly, in 

her appropriation of a religious movement that has traditionally comprised white 

women, Williamson has „othered‟ the other.
116

 As has been discussed here, A Woman’s 

Worth shares much with its political and religious environment and its mythopoetic 

counterpart in its construction of woman as one worthy of taking her rightful place of 

queen beside her beloved king as leaders of the new world. That said, attempts by the 

Bush administration at gender realignment after the Cold War, and the reformulation of 

such in New Age discourse, are perhaps best summed by Williamson herself: “Let the 

world feel comfort now. God and Goddess are back together” (p. 130). 

 

**** 
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The demigods of democracy  

 In “The New American Politics”, Lawrence C. Dodd considers that the character 

of the American presidency had undergone substantial change in the new geopolitical 

order by the time of the 1992 presidential election.
117

 The constituency now sought an 

“everyday man” who stood for peace and collaboration rather than the older-styled 

“superman”.
118

 And so, despite running for re-election, George Bush was beaten by Bill 

Clinton, a “„New Democrat‟ who „favoured change‟”.
119

 In his First Inaugural Speech, 

Clinton declared that the United States would have to change, “[n]ot change for change 

sake, but change to preserve America's ideals - life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness … 

Our mission is timeless”.
120

 And later in his 1994 State of the Union Address, Clinton 

reminded the polity: 

 We gather tonight in a world of changes so profound and rapid that all nations 

 are tested. Our American heritage has always been to master such change, to 

 use it to expand opportunity at home and our leadership abroad.
121

 

 

Thus, change in its various forms is seen by Clinton as demanding a transformed 

articulation of national philosophy. It will be argued that Clinton attempted to reduce 

the rhetorical dependence on nineteenth-century images mediated by the Bush 

administration, particularly in relation to its gendered religious aspects, through the 

circulation of a contemporary interpretation of the ideology.  

 W. Lance Bennett discusses the various strategies employed by Clinton to meet 

the changing expectations of the polity noted by Dodd.
122

 Bennett argues that voter 

distrust resulted in a growing tendency towards “institutional breakdown in the 

psychological ties that once bound citizens to parties, candidates, and, in turn, to each 
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other in the American polity”.
123

 As a result, political approaches utilised by the Clinton 

campaign (among others) emphasised “short-term emotional arousal and doubt-

reduction strategies”, contributing to the “personalization of politics”.
124

 Nolan 

examines how this political approach employed pathos through its articulation of 

“therapeutic rhetoric”.
125

 He defines this strategy as  

the elevation of the self as a source of moral authority, the greater emphasis 

upon emotions for understanding oneself and one‟s relations with others, the 

victim mind-set, and the self-referential practice of „sharing‟ or displaying one‟s 

inner workings as though the public were a personal self-help group.
126

 

  

Clinton effectively shifted political debate, according to Nolan, to argue that the 

“candidate most suited to office was the candidate who cared most for the people”.
127

 

This is an interesting development in post-war interpretation of national beliefs.
128

 Yet, 

Nolan states that “therapeutic tools, like the religiously based tools and ideas that 

preceded them, are not neutral. … Therapeutic knowledge, like religion, … provides a 

source of power whereby individuals can be controlled”.
129

 As such, Clinton‟s working 

of this rhetorical strategy seeks to register a modern vision across the secular domains 

of American society.  

In revitalising the historical American ideal of the relationship between the 

people and those governing, Clinton replaced the Republican concept of government as 

beholden to the people with the “New Covenant”.
130

 Now citizens and leaders alike 

were constructed as working together in a “partnership” because “„all … must give to 

[the] nation‟”.
131

 As he stated, “There is no them, there is only us”.
132

 In opposition to a 

valorisation of evangelically inspired individualism, Clinton fostered the role of “public 

responsibility [in which] … national interests would supersede personal gain”, arguing 

for a participatory democracy which stressed the American work ethic as the means to 
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“make a difference” in the world.
133

 Accordingly, Clinton championed humanitarian 

efforts, claiming:  

To renew America, we must meet challenges abroad as well [as] at home. There 

is no longer division between what is foreign and what is domestic. The world 

economy, the world environment, the world AIDS crisis, the world arms race: 

they affect us all.
134

 

 

It is noteworthy that Clinton‟s vision remains underpinned by the historical religious 

imagery of the New Covenant itself, evidence that his presidential discourse drew upon 

the full range of elements in the nationalist narrative. Clinton‟s desire for change was 

also marked by a “sheer determination” to overcome the various trials that might beset 

both the individual and the nation.
135

 Recalling Bercovitch‟s argument that to be 

triumphant in the face of adversity was considered proof of destiny in the American 

historical vision, Clinton‟s media tags, “The Comeback Kid” from “A “Place called 

Hope” incorporated the major characteristics of both Manifest Destiny and its 

antecedent, the American jeremiad.
136

 

 As discussed earlier, after the dismantling of the Soviet Bloc, the enemy of 

America could no longer be explained in terms of any one political ideology or 

institution. However, the Republican motif of gender essentialism failed to inspire 

voters in the absence of an immediate international threat to national security in the 

post-Gulf War period. Tucker and Hendrickson suggest that “instability [which] could 

materialize in a variety of concrete guises” now became the enemy.
137

 And thus 

instability itself became an issue that could be mobilised in public dialogue. Clinton‟s 

rhetoric endorsed two main ideals central to liberal internationalism as a means of 

securing and extending America‟s leading global position and influence. One of these, 

“„sustainable development‟”, was not new in itself, being comprised of political reforms 

towards building institutional democracy, market-based economic growth, 

environmental protection and global health, population control, and humanitarian 

assistance.
138 

In addressing these political issues, Clinton also drew from Agenda 21, a 

summary declaration of programmes endorsed at the Earth Summit United Nations 

Conference of 1992.
139

 The major goals of Agenda 21, “pollution control, education, 
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health care, poverty relief, technology transfer, and the empowerment of women”, 

knitted well with those endorsed in sustainable development.
140 

This strategy seems to 

have been directed to what Eugene R. Wittkopf discusses as the major concerns of 

Americans since the late 1980s, notably the drug trade, domestic issues, nuclear 

proliferation in the third world, terrorism, economic competition, and the 

environment.
141

 More importantly, with the Cold War now over, Clinton endorsed these 

ideas of development as integral to the international expansion of democracy. 

Americans were told that “[t]he successor to a doctrine of containment must be a 

strategy of [democratic] enlargement”, and that these ends were to be achieved 

“diplomatically, militarily, economically and technologically”.
142

 Taken together, these 

political approaches were designed to promote late twentieth-century understandings of 

Manifest Destiny discourse as the means to bring about global liberty, progress and 

prosperity.  

Schaller et al. note that after the Gulf War Clinton perceived that Americans 

were now “concerned with the state of the economy”.
143

 To garner public support for 

the doctrine of enlargement, he focussed upon “„geoeconomics‟” and its relation to 

domestic economic reforms.
144

 Clinton publicly acknowledged that his policies were 

formulated for both domestic and foreign affairs, for he claimed “[o]ur economic plan 

also bolsters our strength and our credibility around the world”.
145

 Moreover, he 

considered the economy to be the “„detonating issue‟”.
146

  Of importance here is the 

displacement of Republican Manifest Destiny linkages between religion and leadership 

with an interplay of democracy and commerce as the more significant means by which 

to minimise domestic political discord and international instability.  

 Clinton‟s position on the environment was also a denunciation of the Reagan-

Bush approach in which heads of agencies such as the Environmental Protection 
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Agency (EPA) did little to enforce environmental protection while the administration 

continued to slash funding.
147

 The New Democrat focus upon the environment was 

further endorsed by Clinton‟s signing of the Biodiversity Convention in 1994 – an 

international treaty previously disregarded by Bush at the Earth Summit.
148

 By 

emphasising the fiscal scandals that had emerged in the environmental sector, Clinton‟s 

rhetoric reframed environmental issues again in terms of the economy, for he insisted 

that “[a]s we protect our environment, we must invest in the environmental technologies 

of the future which will create jobs”.
149

 But, perhaps more importantly, the environment 

had historically formed an integral component of national philosophy in a construction 

that coupled the destiny of the United States with the landscape. As such, Clinton‟s 

environmental agenda reminded American voters that it was their political and religious 

responsibility to revere and protect the environment wherein their destiny was indelibly 

written. Health reform, headed by Hillary Clinton, also became a major platform for the 

administration. Clinton argued there was a “health care crisis” and that “81 million 

Americans” with “preexisting conditions” would benefit from his reforms.
150

 As in his 

environmental policy where protection was coupled with economic measures, the 

emphasis of the rhetoric here also lay in the advantages of “preventive care” and “better 

health habits” in order to reduce health costs.
151

  

  Unlike Bush who utilised international law and order as central to military 

coalitions, Clinton proclaimed “„assertive multilateralism‟” as the means to enhance the 

domestic and global prospects of the United States.
152

 This image encouraged America 

to envisage itself as leading the world with the co-operation of like-minded nation states 

and allies into an era of sustainable development. A rhetorical dichotomy was therefore 

created between these modern images of America and both the gendered constructions 

produced by the Bush administration and those of „unstable‟ nations. From this 

perspective, post-World War II understandings of the Monroe Doctrine were further 
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displaced in light of new political and cultural translations of national philosophy. This 

paradigm of the American activist self leading in a partnership with the other replaced 

that of the authoritative benefactor, as democratic participation required the agency of 

individual Americans at home and abroad to fulfil America‟s destiny. As Clinton 

himself declared, “Each generation of Americans must define what it means to be 

American”.
153

 Yet, questions remain. Following the argument that Clinton sought to 

refute Republican and evangelical interpretations of Manifest Destiny philosophy, in 

what way might the political and religious features of this up-dated translation of the 

doctrine have appeared in New Age literature?     

 

**** 

 

A history foretold  

 While scholars continue to debate the legacy of Clinton‟s presidency, there can 

be no disputing the overwhelming success of The Celestine Prophecy: An Adventure. 

Like Dan Millman, James Redfield initially could not find a publisher willing to release 

The Celestine Prophecy and so he published the text himself in 1993.
154

 However, after 

Warner Books released the novel in its first hardcover edition in 1994, the text “spent 

over 3 years on the New York Times bestsellers list”.
155

 The novel is a spiritualist 

adventure set in Peru, where an unnamed American narrator seeks liberty and salvation 

for humanity and the planet in the form of secret numbered prophecies called “insights” 

which, if enacted, will end all future global conflicts
 
(p. 4).

156
 However, the insights are 

in danger of being suppressed and destroyed by Peruvian institutions.  

A paramount element in any political critique of The Celestine Prophecy is the 

setting. Why might Redfield have depicted the Peruvian government, its military and 

the Peruvian Catholic Church as antagonistic to the promotion of democracy and other 

reforms, when many nations were also undergoing political and cultural upheavals 

during the early post-Cold War period? Third world regions were (and still are) 
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struggling with issues of indigenous peoples and the legacy of colonialism and 

imperialism. Eric Wertheimer‟s research on the propensity of frontier literature to create 

images of the “civilized” and the “barbarian” provides insight in this context.
157

 He 

writes:  

Histories and theories of Manifest Destiny emphasize the distinctness of two 

northern worlds to the exclusion of U.S. domination of a no less „manifest‟ 

mandate to the south. And yet, … the history of U.S power is from its earliest 

moments – before the Monroe Doctrine - a story of imaginings and designs that 

understood hegemony in terms of the New World, a hemisphere.
158

  

 

If, historically speaking, peoples and regions in South America have been within the 

“hemisphere” of Manifest Destiny, then Redfield‟s representation of Peru is likely to be 

inflected by American anxieties. A short account of the Peruvian political and religious 

context is necessary since it will illuminate the ideological significance of his text.     

 At the time of the release of The Celestine Prophecy, political instability in Peru 

had continued for thirteen years. During an election in 1980, the nation erupted into 

civil war at Ayacucho, where an organisation calling itself the Sendero Luminoso or 

“Shining Path” (also known as the Communist Party of Peru) set fire to ballot boxes.
159

 

Its leader, former Professor Abimael Guzman, (also known as Presidente Gonzalo) had 

become a Communist in the early 1950s, however, his endorsement of Soviet politics 

had undergone a transition to Maoist principles, making him the leader of the only 

Chinese-Communist styled force in the region.
160

 When compared to other 

revolutionary movements such as those in Nicaragua and El Salvador, the Shining Path 

presented a distinctive political challenge to American expectations. In 1992, Bernard 

W. Aronson in an address to the Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs of the 

House Foreign Affairs Committee argued that the “Sendero Luminoso is unlike any 

other insurgent or terrorist group that has ever operated in Latin America”.
161

  He 

continued,  
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Sendero's strategy, then, is to use violence to destroy democratic institutions, to 

stop citizens from participating in local government, to destroy the functioning 

economy, and to cripple programs which provide aid and services to the 

population. This form of terror often succeeds.
162

  

 

That both Peru and the United States considered this group to be Communist “terrorists” 

indicates only a slight rhetorical modification from Cold War discourse.
 
 

 The official American position during the early 1990s was that the Peruvian 

government, led by President Fujimori, was attempting to eradicate the Sendero and 

stabilise the nation. Elliott Abrams argues that while “[n]o other country has the 

horrible combination of poverty, drugs, and terrorism” found in Peru, Fujimori was a 

president with “integrity” who had a “sound economic program”.
163

 Barbara J. Fraser 

disagrees, writing that “discrimination and government neglect created a breeding 

ground for radical politics that first flourished at San Cristobal University in Ayacucho, 

where Guzman taught”.
164

 Another, Adam Michnik, declares that the instability in Peru 

was not that of a “classical tyrann[y]” but rather an “extreme example of [a] 

democrac[y] hollowed out from within by a complicated combination of mafia, 

corruption, and secret police”.
165

 Such a situation had led to the “constitutional facade 

of Fujimori … [where] a police/military regime … maintain[ed] democratic illusions: 

pluralism, elections, and freedom of the press”.
166

  

Various interpretations are also discernable about the role of the Catholic 

Church. Ernest W. Ranly discusses the lack of Vatican support for Church reform:  

Like other Catholic bodies in Latin America, the Peruvian Catholic Church has 

felt the big chill from the Vatican. Through the late '80s episcopal appointments 

were of nonpastoral, conservative bishops. Any priest suspected of being 

sympathetic to liberation theology was discarded as a candidate.
167

  

 

Thomas M. Leonard offers this criticism of the Church:  

 Politically, the Ibero-Catholic culture does not encourage public debate, the 

 questioning of authority or the development of an entrepreneurial spirit. 

 Market economies and participatory democracy are alien and threatening to 

 the position of the ruling elites. Even where democratic institutions have been 
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 firmly implanted … the residue of the Ibero-Catholic culture prevents progress 

 for the nation at large. 
168

 

 

Fraser summarises how the actions of Church hierarchy were interpreted by the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission with similar conclusions:  

While praising the work of Catholic and evangelical church workers in 

defending human rights, the commission criticized Cipriani, who was bishop of 

Ayacucho, the highland region the [sic] was home to most of the victims, for his 

failure to take a stand against military repression there.
169

 

 

Ranly, too, writes that the congregations and organisations of the Peruvian Catholic 

Church rallied for human rights and against political abuses as well as those by the 

Shining Path.
170

 Taken together, these critical accounts define the recent history of the 

Peruvian Church as one where local activism of priests and believers were at odds with 

institutional authority. Thus the Church was torn between the push for reform and the 

weight of tradition.  

Ranly further argues that Peru has been “rank[ed] first in human rights 

violations” for violence enacted by both the government and the Shining Path.
171

  

Aronson also gives a broad outline of human rights abuses by the Shining Path, 

although nothing is stated about governmental abuse. Among the list of examples are 

murdered aid workers from Caritas (a Catholic NGO), World Vision and other food 

distribution programmes, murdered missionaries and church bombings, murdered local 

political figures, priests and police, examples of torture and the killing of children and 

tourists.
172

 By contrast, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission held the government 

accountable for what Fraser calls “systematic human rights violations”.
173

  

Peru therefore presented an example of a nation that was experiencing the kinds 

of instability registered in Clinton‟s political vision. It constituted a striking case of a 

third-world region that remained in turmoil due to corruption within the institutional 

frameworks of the government, the military and the Catholic Church, and from the 

political dissent enacted by Communist terrorist organisations, despite the advent of the 
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“new world order”.
174 

Eric J. Sundquist‟s comment on American national philosophy, 

that it was a “mythology, created largely in advance of its history, [which] provided a 

simultaneously geographical and psychological stage on which Americans‟ dreams of 

liberty, prosperity, and world leadership could be enacted”, seems particularly apt then, 

if considered in relation to The Celestine Prophecy.
175

 Peru was uniquely positioned as 

a nation that might be textually appropriated for explorations of the spiritual and 

political possibilities disseminated in Clinton‟s mediation of Manifest Destiny ideology.  

 

****             

 

Political prophets          

As the title The Celestine Prophecy: An Adventure suggests, the theme of the 

text is divine predetermination, thus it is a narrative of destiny. More importantly, the 

title links this destiny with a specific period in American frontier history by alluding to 

the Mormon belief in the “celestial kingdom”, the highest heaven where the holy trinity 

dwell.
176

 Since, as Sundquist writes, the success of the Mormons represented “the 

revolutionary advent and popular pursuit of the ideal symbolized by the American 

West”, these allusions are important (as they were in On The Road) for their images 

continue to evoke political and spiritual concepts central to national ideology.
177

 The 

text claims that there are ten insights which form the “Manuscript”, rather than 

commandments, and that these were written in ancient Aramaic, “the same language 

[as] much of the Old Testament” around 600 B.C. (p. 8).
178

 This representation 

continues associations with Mormon theology which claims The Book of Mormon: 

Another Testament of Jesus Christ is a “collection of writings and teachings of the 

ancient prophets and followers of Jesus Christ who lived in the Americas from 
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approximately 590 B.C. to 421 A.D”.
179

 The Manuscript then “floated around … the 

Indians” until it was translated in the late twentieth century by a Spanish priest, Jose, 

who was murdered, according to Wilson James, the Peruvian guide, by either the 

Church or the government (p. 34). Although the insights are depicted as circulating in 

ancient Mayan culture, the Aramaic origins of the Manuscript and its subsequent 

translation to English by a modern priest suggests once more that New Age writings are 

derivative of Christian discourse. 

This examination of the insights will establish that The Celestine Prophecy 

conforms to constructions of the nationalist chronotope. It will establish that destiny is 

understood as emanating from a spiritual fusion with the landscape, the space beyond 

temporality, and that the spiritual quest narrated validates the political vision expressed 

by Clinton. That the epigraph of The Celestine Prophecy is drawn from the Biblical 

story of Daniel is suggestive of the political framework within which the narrative is 

set.
180

 Redfield‟s reasoning in the First and Second Insights correlates to that which 

underpins the New Covenant. Here Redfield argues that a change in public philosophy 

is required, one that will encourage citizen participation in institutional reforms. The 

Third Insight discusses the relationship between environmental protection and 

preventive health care as sacred. An examination of the way in which personal and 

international conflict negate the liberty of the self forms the basis of the Fourth and 

Fifth Insights. Redfield then explores various methodologies for conflict resolution in 

the Sixth. The Seventh Insight encourages the enactment of the American mission in 

order that the vision continue in future generations, while the Eighth stresses the 

importance of ethics in the family, population control and human rights. The Ninth 

Insight complements Clinton‟s modern interpretation of America‟s destiny. Its 

discussion of the materialisation of the insights constructs a chronotopic site in which 

major reforms in politics, the economy, the environment, and health lead to the 

successful implementation of democracy. The structure of the novel itself also follows 

this pattern, for there are nine chapters, of which each is dedicated to each successive 

spiritual insight, all of which are expressed through therapeutic discourse. Finally, the 
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text hints at the existence of a Tenth Insight, indicating the open-endedness of the 

narrative, a crucial feature of national philosophy.
 
 

This series of guided instructions, articulated by the first-person narrator, is 

evidence that the novel can function as a New Age manual.
181

 Major elements of New 

Age discourse including the search for enlightenment and the sense of speed with which 

this occurs are present, as is the generic feature which differentiates this tract from 

earlier New Age writings by situating the current text as progressive. For instance, The 

Celestine Prophecy claims that there is now “a profound sense of restlessness” which 

cannot be resolved by previous New Age attempts to find spiritual liberation (p. 5). In 

fact, the narrative states that it is the “„me first‟ attitude” that is “affecting everyone”, 

indicating a rejection of Republican paradigms of individualism like those endorsed by 

Hay or Millman (p. 5). The narrator also evokes images of other New Age sectors like 

the mythopoetic movement only to reject them. Although he had recently “sequestered 

[him]self in the woods for a week” at a property bequeathed by his grandfather, the 

narrator states that he “never quite understood [his] grandfather‟s fascination” for this 

“perfect valley” with its history of “Creek Indians” (p. 15). This narrator is intent upon 

finding a new spiritual vision for this new political context.     

The First Insight claims that there will be significant changes in global 

consciousness when the world reaches “critical mass” in the weight of public opinion, a 

metaphor derived from the discourse of science (p. 8). The narrator among others 

considers that Peru has not yet reached this critical mass due to the lack of freedom of 

information, and so the intervention of Westerners is required to protect and disseminate 

the knowledge contained within the insights. This is an important point because, Tucker 

and Hendrickson write, the historical inclination of the United States has been to 

consider that “[t]he cause of international order, like the cause of freedom, was one to 

be secured ultimately by the progress of opinion”.
182

 Clinton drew attention to this 

belief when discussing America‟s commitment to world:   

[O]ur greatest strength is the power of our ideas, which are still new in many 

 lands. … Our hopes, our hearts, our hands, are with those on every continent 

 who are building democracy and freedom. Their cause is America's cause.
183
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Accordingly, Sarah Lorner, the biologist, explains, “[W]e all know we‟re involved in a 

public relations effort here. For this research to continue, we must get the word out in 

the United States and elsewhere” (p. 45). Sundquist‟s argument that frontier narratives 

are those in which the “language itself [is] a weapon of subjugation and an agent of 

transformation”, is also pertinent here.
184

 The language of The Celestine Prophecy 

functions as the imaginary means to subdue Peruvian instability, and as the literary 

means to mobilise readers into action.
 
 

The Second Insight proclaims humans are “in the process of constructing a new 

world view” (p. 230). The narrator describes this experience as one in which “[t]ime 

was already beginning to feel different”, and it culminates in what Dobson the historian 

calls “a longer now” (pp. 22 and 27 italics in original). Dobson explains this new 

perspective as the “growing democratic spirit and a mass distrust of papal and royal 

authority” (p. 25).
185

 This insight implies that science must work together with religion 

in order that humanity abandon “secular security” (p. 26). The narrator also describes 

how “the call to progress [towards] … economic security, … [the] focussed, obsessive 

drive to conquer nature … has left the natural systems of the planet polluted and on the 

verge of collapse” (p. 29). Hence these first two insights are important in establishing 

both the framework and the nature of Redfield‟s discourse with its emphasis upon 

democratic participation in relation to what Agenda 21 defines as the “indivisible” 

framework of politics, the economy and the environment.
186 

The Celestine Prophecy 

suggests that without this evolution in public philosophy, such change will not occur. 

Peruvian authority figures who seek the destruction of the Manuscript, like the 

government and the military, are said to use “brainwashing” techniques, to refuse legal 

representation, and they “could make any[one] disappear at any time” (pp. 244 and 

168). This construction positions the institutions themselves as in need of democratic 

reform, while individuals who subscribe to the philosophy of internationalism are 

represented as crucial to that reform. Their democratic participation is the means by 

which the First Insight, the transformation of world public opinion, will be achieved.  

It is significant that there is no reference to the terrorist activities conducted by 

the Shining Path in The Celestine Prophecy. This political issue is displaced in favour of 

the quest Redfield‟s narrator has embarked upon. In doing so, Redfield‟s views concur 

with New Democrat arguments that political progress takes place primarily through the 
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systematic reform of institutions.
 
Redfield includes only one brief reference to “Marx” 

when the narrator claims “[C]ommunism had become a tragedy”
 
(p. 223). By contrast, 

those who support the Manuscript will become “elat[ed] .. as [their] destinies unfold” 

(p. 223). And so, aligning with presidential discourse, a parallel position is taken in the 

narrative with its focus upon corrupt institutions and the subsequent need for political 

transformation through public response, rather than an emphasis upon terror activity 

itself.
 
   

The text continues these perspectives in its representation of the Church, 

stressing its anti-democratic stance. Cardinal Sebastian is intimidated by the 

Manuscript, believing it to “violate the scriptures”, and so he claims that it “could 

destroy everything [the] Church has built” (pp. 235 and 232). Alternatively, others who 

are lower in the Church hierarchy, such as Father Sanchez and Father Carl, are active in 

their mission to save the Manuscript. After all, Sanchez says, “This is for the whole 

world” (p. 233). Sanchez further claims that “[r]eligions became corrupted when leaders 

are assigned to explain God‟s will to the people instead of showing them how to find 

this direction within themselves” (p. 239). This representation of Church elders 

delineates between the older constructions of the European self and American religious 

understandings of the individual. Thus The Celestine Prophecy conforms to the 

nationalist rhetorical strategies employed since the jeremiads, particularly noticeable in 

the first two insights which define the “civilized” (those who support liberal 

internationalism) and the “barbarian” (those who support totalitarian regimes), to recall 

Wertheimer‟s terms. And so, what Bercovitch describes in the jeremiads as a 

“movement … forward, with prophetic assurance, toward a resolution that incorporates 

(as it transforms) both the promise and the condemnation”, is also the thematic 

framework which underpins the remaining insights and the narrative itself.
187

  

 

It’s the environment, stupid
188

        

Bearing in mind Clinton‟s emphasis upon environmental technologies and 

public health, he also articulated the protection of the landscape in theological 

terminology, reminding Americans of their religious obligation to secure their destiny: 

“Posterity is the world to come - the world for whom we hold our ideals, from whom 

we have borrowed our planet, and to whom we bear sacred responsibility”.
189

 The Third 
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Insight foregrounds this spiritual relationship between the self and the landscape, 

expressed here in contemporary concerns that also range from world health to the 

development of new technologies and environmental protection. At an estate, Viciente 

Lodge, one renowned for its “business and scientific conferences”, a number of Western 

scientists conduct experiments into interdependent energy fields between humans and 

plants to maximise the individual and the world‟s future prospects (p. 38). This sacred 

space is delineated by a variety of environmental activities. Some areas are employed to 

evoke a spiritual accountability to the earth, particularly in relation to old forest logging.
 

For instance, Dobson states, “[W]e will intentionally let the forest go uncut … [because] 

[w]e‟ll see trees and rivers and mountains as temples of great power to be held in 

reverence and awe” (pp. 222 and 224). It is in this spiritualised landscape that the 

narrator develops his ability to see auras and thus is able to differentiate in advance 

between enemies and allies, indicating that the environment, commerce and security are 

closely related in this philosophy.
190

 

Environmental care and research play a major role in world health, and another 

academic, Professor Hains, also employs auras to detect and boost energy levels of food 

sources as a deterrent to disease. Sarah explains that spiritualist farming results in 

vegetarian foods which, “according to nutritional criteria, … were more potent” (p. 47). 

In turn, this increased potency promotes the “functioning of the body‟s organs” and its 

“efficiency” (p. 48). Thus Redfield contests New Age concepts of health from the 

1980s, for instance, Hay‟s argument for the role of self-love in health care. Here the 

focus of treatment is extended from the psyche to the self‟s relationship to the external 

environment. Furthermore, these issues intersect with notions of poverty, drugs and 

food production, all of which relate to the actual and represented environment of Peru.
 

Wil implies that illegal drugs are no longer needed because one could become “high as 

a kite” by adopting the lifestyle advocated by the insights
 
(p. 65). This passage works in 

two ways. Firstly, it dismisses the drug use popularised in early New Age texts such as 

The Teachings of Don Juan, indicating that the methodology employed to sanctify the 

relationship between this New Age narrator and the landscape is decidedly different 

from that of Castaneda. Secondly, it invokes links to the actual drug trade and the 

Andean Initiative, a collaborative effort between United States, Peru, Colombia and 
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Bolivia.
191

 The implication is that the farming of coca (mostly in regions controlled by 

the Sendero Luminoso), and the subsequent drug abuse, is a misuse of the environment 

in both its spiritual and political aspects.
192

 However, once more, the focus is not upon 

terrorist involvement in the drug war, but rather upon institutional means like those in 

operation at Viciente Lodge to secure better public health measures. The commonality 

in these two approaches to the environment, that of protection and health, is the role 

faith plays in maximising the potential of the landscape, which in turn predetermines 

that the destiny of the individual will materialise. All is preordained through this 

(re)connection with the landscape. Interestingly, Leary et al. prophesised that science 

might one day quantify this relationship. They wrote:  

The … light of the First Bardo probably involves basic electrical wave energy. 

This is nameless, indescribable, because it is far beyond any concepts which we 

now possess. Some future atomic physicist may be able to classify this energy 

… [with] the discovery of the wave-nature of all structure, the Maya 

revelation.
193

  

 

It is significant then that the scientists Sarah and Hains are developing techniques to 

measure this relationship, giving this nationalist concept a „fictive‟ empirical rationale.
 
 

The vision of the pro-American characters for the spiritual and political 

transformation of the environment is juxtaposed against that of the Peruvian authorities. 

Although the Peruvian government‟s “idea of agricultural development” had resulted in 

barren ground, Peruvian politicians and academics share the opinion that the work 

undertaken at the Lodge is of no value while no “proof” of environmental success exists 

(pp. 218 and 61).
194

 The harassment of the researchers at Viciente by Peruvian 

academics, their subsequent incarceration and the closure of the Lodge by the Peruvian 

government therefore represent the Peruvian establishment as at odds with this 

philosophy. Of importance here is not only the dichotomy that is constructed by these 
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two contesting relationships with the land, but the manner in which this binary is 

articulated. This is another important aspect of this political critique, for Aronson stated 

that by 1992,  

about one-third of Peru's 183 provinces and nearly half of its people have been 

placed under „emergency zones‟ where civilian rule is suspended and the local 

military commander is effectively in charge of government and security.
195

 

 

Upon his capture by the military, the narrator describes his journey into one of these 

regions through the metaphor of night and nightmares. He sees only the “dark shapes of 

the landscape, … heading into blackness, and no one cared” (p. 162).  This is an 

environment that cannot be read, a representation reminiscent of Kerouac‟s lament for 

the desacralisation of land in national beliefs.  Thus, Peruvian institutional uses of the 

natural world are constructed as the antithesis of American environmental reforms.  

Of further significance is the displacement of the racial other and their 

(perceived) spiritual relationship to the landscape. For example, although Machu Picchu 

is deemed by Father Carl to be “one of the highest energy centres in the world”, it is 

dismissed as having no relevance to the Manuscript (p. 132).
196

 Possible reasons for this 

exclusion may be that the Inca Empire which built Machu Picchu was not established 

until 1300 A.D., and therefore its history precludes the possibility that these peoples 

may have had contact with the Manuscript.
 
Alternatively, the Mayan cultures began as 

early as 1500 B.C. and flourished until 900 A.D. in the regions reaching from Mexico 

down to Guatemala. They are considered by archaeologists to have developed a 

sophisticated writing system that recorded political and religious information in which 

history and myth were used to create prophecy.
 
This time period coincides with the 

Mormon belief of Christian writings in the Americas.
197

 Furthermore, recent 

archaeological theories relating to the demise of the Mayan Empire are divided into 

ecological and non-ecological explanations, although the cultures themselves continued 

to exist.
198

 During the later Spanish conquests, Mayan religious writings, which spoke 
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of a celestial-terrestrial relationship, were destroyed by the Spanish clergy.
199

 However, 

The Celestine Prophecy incorrectly claims the Mayans “suddenly vanished about 600 B. 

C.” from Peru, indicating that the history of the Mayans is mythologised to form the 

basis of the minimal indigenous representation in the narrative (p. 239). Similarly, the 

ruins of the Celestine Temples, incorrectly considered to be a site of spiritual 

significance to the Mayan cultures, are subjected to increasingly violent disputes 

between the Peruvian government and the pro-American research collective. This 

construction has dispensed with past New Age representations of the indigenous and 

their relationship to the land, as the continued focus in the setting here is upon redeemed 

and unredeemed zones. Redfield‟s central environmental theme is therefore based upon 

the political struggle between the democratisation (which includes faith, environmental 

protection and technologies, commerce, security and community health) and the 

militarisation (as instability) of the landscape.   

The Fourth and Fifth Insights discuss the way conflict impedes the spiritual 

progression of the American self. The former states that instabilities originate from the 

human struggle to control “energy” (p. 89). Wil argues, “This is what human conflict 

has always been about, at every level: from all the petty conflicts in families and 

employment settings to wars between nations” (p. 89). The Fifth Insight then positions 

this “energy” as an unlimited resource in the landscape in a chapter called “The 

Message of the Mystics”. This title is important because it evokes spiritual images that 

might be considered universal, for the narrator claims that it “has been demonstrated by 

the more esoteric practitioners of many religions” (p. 107). However, a closer reading 

shows that this universalism is constructed in American terms. For instance, after 

running from military fire, the narrator has a mystical experience high in the mountains. 

Echoing the accounts of past New Age narrators, he explains this epiphany in terms of 

possession; that the “whole landscape was part of [him]” as opposed to his being a 

figure in this landscape (p. 112).
200

 He describes a continuous vision of the world 

evolving from the beginning of time until the present moment when, to his dismay, “the 

progression ended” (p. 100). Thus the Fifth Insight argues that an open-ended discourse 

must be employed in order for the possession of the “energy” inherent in landscape to 

continue. From this perspective, the potential for a destructive future may be controlled, 

and progression, represented once more as evolution, may continue and thus instability 
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be eliminated. Ultimately, this mystical message is a progressive spiritual narrative, a 

central component of national philosophy. Being so, it remains distinctly American.   

 

 

The shining light      

The way forward then is enacted by “transcending the past” in order to create the 

sense of another „new beginning‟ for these new Adams (p. 146). Not surprisingly, it is 

Father Sanchez, rather than one of the Western scientists, who explains the four main 

behavioural types which limit the liberty of the self. He calls these behaviours “the 

intimidator”, the “interrogator”, the “poor me”, and the “aloof”, indicating the narrative 

merging of therapeutic discourse and faith.
201

 The text argues that it is important to 

understand these behaviours because they show how one might “hav[e] power over 

others” (p. 246). After the initial explanation of these behaviours by Sanchez, Father 

Carl offers a range of global examples in a binary between Western progress and 

Eastern “detachment” (p. 142). By adhering to the Manuscript, Father Carl claims, “the 

thought of both East and West can indeed be integrated into a higher truth, … a 

synthesis” (pp. 142-143). However, the purpose of this knowledge is to understand that 

it is possible to combine Western “self enhancement” with Eastern “spirituality”, the 

secular with the sacred (p. 139). Recalling that New Age constructions of racial others 

consistently involve decontextualisation and reductionism, what Father Carl calls 

“synthesis” is then  the absorption of the racial other into the progressive American self.
 
  

The main thrust of the Seventh Insight is to “compare the story of the dream to 

the story of [one‟s] life” in order to gauge what is “missing” (pp. 164 and 166). The 

solution to this sense of “unfulfillment” as Sacvan Bercovitch described it, arrives in a 

range of explanations from “other people” (p. 175).
202

 This paradigm of spirituality is 

another departure from earlier New Age discourse which variously promoted the ideal 

of the guru, and identified a higher power, such as the universe, Mescalero, Jesus, 

angels, aliens, God, the Gods, the Goddess and so forth as the source of spiritual 

wisdom. By contrast, The Celestine Prophecy emphasises notions of shared spiritual 

information and knowledge inside the human collective, a version of Nolan‟s public 
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“self-help group”.
203

 “Even the Manuscript was written by a person”, says Pablo the 

indigenous Mayan (p. 175). Deloria considers The Celestine Prophecy similar to earlier 

New Age writings in that this text “showed heroic whites learning deep secrets from 

disappearing South American Indians”.
204

 However, this perspective has omitted the 

role of Aramaic in the creation of the insights, and the references to Jesus, considered to 

be the first human who “opened up to the energy … to expand the physical world into 

the spiritual” (p. 242). There is no indigenous knowledge that is utilised in this text. 

Rather, in opposition to the positioning of the racial other in early New Age discourse, 

the flow of spiritual information is reversed. Indigenous peoples are constructed as 

having received their spirituality from the West.
 
Unlike earlier textual relations between 

American self and racial other, Redfield‟s novel redefines New Age racial conceptions 

and uses of space by positioning American (and other Western) figures and knowledges 

inside the othered site, in this case, Peru. As a result, The Celestine Prophecy becomes 

the first New Age iconic text which openly ritualises white American political and 

spiritual practice in the geography of the other. 

Following on, the Eighth Insight provides an examination of ethics and human 

rights from this white American perspective. It considers population control through the 

therapeutic framework of social welfare, claiming parents should only have children if 

they or the caregiver will teach them. It considers that “children should learn the world 

from adults, not from other children. In too many cultures, children are running in 

gangs” (p. 185). Redfield‟s position is then the perfection of American-styled parenting 

within the confines of one-to-one contact. This is a similar proposition to Clinton‟s 

argument that “[p]eople who bring children into this world cannot and must not walk 

away from them”.
205

 As the circulation of the Manuscript reaches critical mass, humans 

“will voluntarily decrease the population to a point sustainable by the Earth”, claims 

Phil the ecologist, indicating that social welfare is also related to environmental 

concerns of the Third Insight (p. 227). Connections between ethics and censorship are 

also highlighted. A Peruvian woman, Karla, tells how her Peruvian friends who had 

studied the insights were taken by the military. “I have not heard from them”, she says 

(p. 183). In turn, the narrator states that unethical behaviour (described in the Sixth 
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Insight) must be discussed because “covert manipulations … can‟t exist if you bring 

them into consciousness by pointing them out. They cease to be covert” (p. 205). So, 

although the principle of naming violations is mediated in the text as identifying 

“control dramas”, the idea that human rights abuses are censored in this setting signals a 

condemnation of the lack of freedom of information in Peru (p. 184).  

The Ninth Insight discusses the materialisation of ideals advocated throughout 

the Manuscript, including the type of economy produced by this philosophy. Clinton‟s 

emphasis upon economic partnerships is shared by the text, for, according to Dobson, 

“[i]f everyone were participating … this exchange of information would become … 

[the] new economic orientation” (p. 226).
206

 Phil the ecologist believes that investment 

in “fusion, superconductivity, artificial intelligence” will replace the need for fossil 

fuels, which implies both a reduction in greenhouse gases and an independence from 

and reduction in conflict in the Middle East (p. 227). Thus the spiritual ideals expressed 

in The Celestine Prophecy intersect with Clinton‟s vision, where “economic power and 

the force of public opinion” were also mobilised to secure world liberty and salvation 

through an international endorsement of New Democrat theory.
207

 Embodying the sense 

of optimism essential to expressions of American national philosophy, Julia, the 

Peruvian businesswoman, excitedly declares, “[P]hysical conflict continued until we 

invented democracy, a system that didn‟t end the conflict but shifted it from a physical 

to a mental level” (p. 241). These opinions of the characters promote the 

“personalization of politics”, as discussed by Bennett earlier, in which the 

entrepreneurial spirit of the individual, in loose affiliations with others, is valorised as 

the means to political and spiritual progress.  

These textual constructions of the economy that align with Clinton‟s economic 

rhetoric also relate to the state of the economy in Peru. Scholars of South American 

politics, such as David Scott Palmer, consider that “the Salvadoran revolution 

responded fundamentally to political factors; the Peruvian, to economic factors”.
208

 This 

is particularly significant when Lucien Chauvin was stating in 1992 that “[r]ecent 
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statistics from the Labor Association for Development put the number of unemployed 

and underemployed in Peru at more than 80 percent”.
209

 These factors are important in 

the choice of Peru for the setting, correlating with the American political ideal that 

growing economies can lead to democracy, as evidenced by the increasing democratic 

and economic strengths of both Germany and Japan since World War II. Thus Peru 

becomes a textual case study where focus upon the economy in tandem with the 

environment is used to create momentum for political change.
 
  

Fittingly, it is Dobson the historian whose declaration most complements New 

Democrat philosophy and the manner in which these political ideas have drawn from 

American history: “We could not save the environment and democratize the planet and 

feed the poor before … because we had no view of life that served as an alternative. 

Now we do!” (pp. 226-227). In fact, this insight “reveals our ultimate destiny” (p. 240). 

The Ninth Insight therefore offers a view of the materialisation of this philosophy, the 

realisation of this particular American dream. However, The Celestine Prophecy ends 

without the Peruvian regime agreeing to the dissemination of the Manuscript, indicating 

that the „empire of liberty‟ is not yet secured, evidence of the nationalist “strategy for 

prodding the community forward” as Bercovitch writes, to continue this mission.
210

 

Consequently, all (including the reader) are urged to be tireless in the circulation of this 

New Age agenda to save the world. “Each of us must do what we can to get this 

message out”, the narrator is reminded before his forced return by the military back to 

the United States (p. 246). From this perspective, Peru offered a unique setting in which 

a New Age application of New Democrat internationalism might be employed through 

the political participation of citizens emphasised in New Covenant partnerships.  

  

**** 

 

Men and women are from America  

 In conclusion, the new geo-political order of the 1990s created space for the 

(re)imaginings of new worlds of politics and faith for the American Presidents and their 

citizens. The prevailing motif of gender employed by Bush in the reconstruction of the 

American national character also emerged in New Age discourse by Bly and 

Williamson. Bush‟s attempts to fortify the nation through the rhetoric of family values 

in the domestic and international arenas foregrounded issues of gender in public 
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leadership and private parenting, leading to the textual conflation of the two in New 

Age texts such as Iron John and A Woman’s Worth. In time, Bush‟s sustained focus 

upon masculinity as protector of the realm brought forth monarchical images that were 

represented by the New Age counterparts of kings and queens, princes and princesses.
 

Yet, by the election of 1992, this approach had “turned off middle-of-the-road 

Americans”, positioning Bush (and New Age writers like Bly and Williamson) as “out 

of contact with the concerns of ordinary citizens”.
211

 Perhaps of greater consequence, in 

an era deemed to herald a new age of global peace, the sustained use of battle discourse 

in both White House propaganda and New Age literature would eventuate in its demise. 

  As “The Boy from Hope”, Clinton met the new expectations of American voters 

with his claims that “it is time for America to lead a global alliance for democracy”.
212

 

In his reconstruction of traditional Democrat discourse into the doctrine of enlargement, 

Clinton personified the post-Cold War hopes of the American people. In turn, 

successful New Age literature came to be that like The Celestine Prophecy, whose 

characters enacted Clinton‟s modern vision of national beliefs. New Age critic J. 

Gordon Melton writes that these new spiritualist perspectives represented a 

transition from the „premillennialism‟ of the New Age to the contemporary 

Ascension/spiritual emergence movement that has followed it, [and] is nowhere 

better demonstrated than in the international bestselling books by James 

Redfield.
213

  

 

However, in this 1990s mediation of New Age discourse, there remains a distinct 

political engagement because Redfield writes that the insights are for “reaching heaven 

on earth”, possibly a reason why he does not employ the term “ascension” (p. 243). But 

of greater political significance is the declaration in the text that interest in spiritual 

matters would “grow dramatically in the sixth decade of the twentieth century”, the 

beginning of the Cold War (p. 8). In an ideal reminiscent of Huxley‟s 1950s argument 

for the merger of science and religion in the name of a new expression of faith, The 

Celestine Prophecy emphasises that “the truth is a synthesis of the scientific and 

religious world views” (p. 236). The New Age, it seems, has founded its own brave 

New World.  

 

**** 
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Conclusion 
 

 

God Bless America      
 

 

 
In the main, today's expressions of nationalism are, in spirit, echoes of our forefathers' struggle for 

independence.
1
  

 
 

 

 

Prophets are perhaps less prophets of the future than spokesmen for their own age.
2
  

 

 

 

A new reading for a new age  

 This examination of the history of influential New Age representations has 

demonstrated that New Age discourse is supportive of American political endeavours 

through an adaptation of the nationalist philosophy disseminated in concurrent 

presidential rhetoric. National beliefs have played an important role in establishing the 

New Age genre because, as has been demonstrated, these beliefs demarcate the 

dominant political and religious characteristics of self and other. It has been asserted 

that international events and American political initiatives and responses during the 

early Cold War years required the foregrounding of the international dimensions of 

national philosophy in which the geo-political imagining of the American self remained 

both secular and sacred. The most significant of these post-war responses was a new 

religious translation of national philosophy. The imagining of evil that had been 

historically located in the other at the frontier was relocated into the ideology and 

geography associated with the Soviet Union and Communism, a re-imagining which 

encouraged new political-religious understandings of the self and other in American 

mythology. While the frontier other remained a pagan figure, the absence of evil meant 

that this figure represented a greater potential for its Christianisation, while the threat of 

Communism presented a greater imperative for American conquest. Each post-war 

president employed rhetoric that endorsed this reconstruction of self and other. The long 

history of the United States offered a range of significant images, moments and 

developing discourses in national philosophy that were re-deployed, for example, the 

figure of the pilgrim/puritan, the American Revolution, the War of Independence, the 
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Declaration of Independence, the jeremiads, the Monroe Doctrine and Manifest Destiny. 

The global history of colonialism and imperialism also meant that there was a ready-

made set of invented or imaginary frontier figures that, with a post-war reconfiguration, 

could be drawn upon, like those of the Mexican, the Tibetan, the Indian, the Peruvian, 

the Native American Indian, and the white American.  

New Age discourse imagines possession of frontier landscapes, including inner 

and outer space, which were considered to be politically vulnerable to ideologies and 

practices opposed to the materialisation of American ideals of liberty and salvation in 

these zones. Particularly noticeable in representations of third world and Native 

American cultures, New Age writings construct what Wai-chee Dimock explains as the 

propensity in nationalist narratives to imagine the future of the frontier as a “territorial 

enterprise”.
3
 She writes: “Signs and omens hail from this region; prophets make their 

way into it, … mapping its terrain, claiming it as virtual property. … To be a prophet 

one must survey the future, with an eye to ownership”.
4
 The transition of the United 

States from political isolationism to a first world power engaged against the second 

world of Communism in the early post-war period emphasised the colonial urges in its 

nationalist narratives.
5 This study has argued that the New Age movement developed 

cultural legitimacy from this particular political momentum that originated in the new 

Cold War environment. The internationalising effect of the Cold War on national 

philosophy, which required the end of isolationism, has driven the ideology and 

representation of the movement.  

 This theoretical understanding of the New Age refines much of the available 

critical research through its identification of New Age writings as a discourse of 

fortification. While New Age scholars note that spiritualities practised in the movement 

derive from older traditions, they usually consider the recent popularisation of these as 

countercultural, descending from the psychedelic or hippie movement with its origins in 

the politics of protest in the 1960s.
 
For example, Wouter J. Hanegraaf regards this 

period as a “counterculture”.
6
 Occasionally, they may also locate the beginnings of the 

New Age in the Beat Generation, as Russell Chandler does where he writes that the 

movement developed from “the counterculture of the „50s and „60s”.
7
 So, too, does 

Julie Stephens.
8
 Yet, various critiques also discuss the adherence of New Age ideology 
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to more traditional understandings, for example, Philip Deloria and Laura Donaldson‟s 

examinations of the New Age appropriation of the Native American Indian.
 
Bryan J. 

Cuevas‟s work on Orientalist constructs of Tibet is another.
 
Thus, disagreement has 

existed in critical examinations of the New Age regarding its post-war origins.    

Expanding upon the work of critics such as Deloria, Donaldson and Cuevas, it 

has been argued here that the ideology expressed by both the Beats and the hippies can 

be understood as a reproduction of cultural traditions. While adherents in these 

movements may have participated in countercultural activities such as civil rights and 

anti-war rallies, New Age ideology has little in common with the politics of protest 

which, according to Jerome H. Skolnick writing in the period, has an emphasis upon 

demonstrations, unplanned violence and social deprivation, particularly witnessed in the 

social unrest of the time.
9
 As such, the civil rights movement, feminism, Native 

American activism, the gay lobby, and the anti-war movement, for example, present 

countercultural perspectives, since these groups have continued their efforts to 

transform dominant culture with success to varying degrees. By contrast, this thesis has 

argued that the ideological implications and representational modes of the New Age, 

including the Beat and hippie movements, are sub-cultural.
 
As Paul Heelas writes, 

“[F]or the New Age to have diffused through the culture, it must be in tune with … 

some of the central values and assumptions of modernity”.
10

 Another, Jay R. Howard 

claims that “the New Age movement … [has] had no discernable political impact in the 

United States”.
11

 These views have been substantiated in this thesis. Since New Age 

discourse has been historically supportive of American political ideals, it is a sub-

cultural movement which has disseminated the new political-religious ideals of the 

frontier across the wider culture since its Cold War beginnings. 

This examination of the generic features of influential New Age literature 

resolves the disagreement in New Age studies noted above by providing evidence of 

both the colonial and post-colonial urges that dominate the genre and signify its 

American origins. For instance, it offers a culturally specific meaning to the argument 

of Heelas that the New Age quest endeavours to create spiritual and societal utopia.
12

 

Since geography has historically been employed in national philosophy as a metaphor 

as well as an actual spiritual and political direction the American soul must travel, 

research into regions in which New Age appropriation has occurred is important to 

                                                 
9
 Jerome H. Skolnick, The Politics of Protest: A Report (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969), pp. xix-

xx. 
10

 Heelas, p. 129.  
11

 Howard, 195.  
12

 Heelas, pp. 28-38. 



 271 

more fully explicate the political implications of self and other. This research is 

imperative, for without such critical study, there remains no comparative basis for 

understanding what is appropriated, amended, or rejected from the othered culture.
 
Post-

colonial theory underpins the argument here that the New Age presence in othered 

landscapes is to bring meaning to the periphery and sacralise the ever-mobile borders of 

the frontier by the presence of the American self, and so claim this site(s) for the 

national imagination.  

This thesis therefore expands the idea raised by Heelas among others who 

rightly suggest that the New Age sacralisation of the self includes a sacred relationship 

of the self to the landscape, by defining the distinctively American terms in which that 

sacralisation occurs.
13

 It offers a historical cultural context which explains why white 

representations of the Native American Indian have undergone a transformation from 

the earlier matrix with its dual axes to a post-war singular figure composed of positive 

universalist characteristics, a transformation in the invented Indian observed by Deloria. 

The constancy of the New Age trope of the „new beginning‟ marks the discourse as not 

simply a derivative of Christianity but more specifically one from the writings of the 

American pilgrims.
14

 The absence of sin in New Age discourse noted by scholars such 

as Hanegraaf is therefore associated less with the Gnostic traditions of Christianity than 

with the removal of evil from frontier mythology, a reworking of the religious 

dimension of the national imagination which became increasingly expressed in both 

evangelicalism and the New Age. Such a theoretical perspective is sustained if 

consideration is given to the Old and New World binary that appears in national 

philosophy. One of the major differences between Old and New World understandings 

of Romanticism is that the Old World employed “imagination to spirituality”.
15

 By 

comparison, the New World demanded “piety”, which was usually expressed in non-

fiction forms like sermons and diaries.
16

 Pilgrim ideology also valorised “moral and 

spiritual advice”.
17

 Consequently, the New Age genre has developed, even in its 

novelistic expressions, from this historical relatedness between the New World and non-

fiction, an association that continues to influence New Age generic conventions. The 

impact of this association on the cultural reception of these writings has been 

particularly noticeable in regard to Kerouac and On The Road and Carlos Castaneda and 

                                                 
13

 Also see Jon P. Bloch, New Age Spirituality, Self, and Belonging: How New Agers and Neo-Pagans 

Talk About Themselves (Westport: Praeger, 1998).  
14

 Delbanco, pp. 235-252.    
15

 Ruland and Bradbury, pp. 17-18. 
16

 Ruland and Bradbury, pp. 17-18. 
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 Ruland and Bradbury, p. 19.  
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The Teachings of Don Juan.
 
The position taken here concurs with other research into 

the New Age like that of Lisa Aldred who also finds links back to Puritan ideology. The 

argument of James L. Nolan Jr. that considers therapeutic discourse and practice to be 

the dominant features of American institutions today indicates the mutual influencing of 

New Age discourse and presidential rhetoric. That Heelas finds a similar diffusion of 

New Age discourse and practice in institutions outside of the United States is evidence 

of the global cultural hegemony held by America since the end of World War II.  

By analysing the chronotopic features of New Age discourse and American 

presidential discourse, it has been shown that the genre of the New Age performs 

ideological work that is politically committed in texts not generally considered for their 

political inspirations or applications. At the heart of this chronotope lies the figure of the 

agrarian other that has historically signified the cultural, spiritual and political 

possession of the American frontier. This has been a figure central to imaginings of both 

self and other in all their various contexts. Significantly, this particular chronotope 

accounts for both the eclecticism (the shifting geo-politics of the frontier) and the 

repetitiveness (enduring influence of nationalist philosophy) of New Age texts. Thus, 

the eclecticism of the New Age develops on a political continuum since its spiritual 

philosophy remains historically constant.
 
While evolving in representation and practice 

according to its political context, shifts in the movement become historically predictable 

because transformations in the expression of the political and the spiritual are driven by 

the narrative of progress.  

The early Cold War environment, with the release of the NSC-68 report and the 

loss of the Korean War, encouraged a re-imagining of the domestic frontier by Huxley, 

in which white Christian America successfully possessed the Native American Indian 

and the Native American Church. By the late 1950s, Kerouac wrote an internationalist 

narrative that signified the Christianised claim to Mexican Indian lands and the people 

within it. Leary et al. subsequently offered a psychedelic vision of Tibet, a new addition 

to frontier mythology, now under threat from Chinese Communist expansion. The lack 

of military success in the Vietnam War and the growing domestic discord of the late 

1960s signalled a return by Castaneda to the national/international Indian figure of don 

Juan, which testified once again to the righteousness of national imaginings. By the 

1970s, another international frontier developed, a politically vulnerable India. The 

inclusion of writers like Krishnamurti (and Huxley) denotes that an American identity is 

created for the narrator, speaker, or participant, if the chronotope deployed in national 

philosophy is used to structure their spiritual text or practices. Thus, the political 
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worldview expressed by this chronotope is unaffected by the race or nationality of either 

the writer or the devotee.
 
By the mid-1980s, Reagan‟s determination to change public 

expectations and win the Cold War revitalised the imagining of the frontier by drawing 

attention to the successful role white Americans had played in claiming this site. Now 

the figure of the other in the frontier binary was displaced by a New Age focus upon 

American constructions of the religious self in new frontier sites, for example, 

Millman‟s American city, Roman and Packer‟s alien beings in outer space, and older 

sites derived from southern-styled evangelicalism that emphasised prosperity and 

healing such as Hay‟s self-affirming individual. The end of the Cold War in 1990 

significantly altered world politics, but had little effect on the historical constancy of 

nationalist philosophy. Accordingly, issues of leadership became central to politics as 

well as the New Age, appearing in texts that sanctified the relative authority of the 

American man and woman, as professed by Bly and Williamson. In the mid-1990s, 

what initially appeared to be Redfield‟s eclecticism from its wide ranging use of 

historical New Age tropes was much closer to Clinton‟s liberal internationalism. This 

American narrator once more valorises tenets cherished by Christian middle America, 

creating a spirituality that manifests, as the opening epigraph states, “the best of our 

tradition”.
18

 

By considering this literary history, it can be seen that a range of real and 

imaginary spiritualities of both self and other have undergone a process of 

Americanisation and constitute the dominant spiritual trends in the movement. There 

are the Native Indian rituals from North, Central and South America, various 

interpretations of Buddhism and Neo-Vedanta, alien beings, Classical philosophy, 

witchcraft, and evangelicalism. All remain viable sectors of the movement today, 

including variations thereof such as the successful merging of Neo-Vedanta with 

healing epitomised by Deepak Chopra‟s Quantum Healing: Exploring the Frontiers of 

Mind/Body Medicine (1989) and the adaptation of a feminine-styled mythopoetic use of 

fairy tales such as Clarissa Pinkola Estes‟s Women Who Run With The Wolves: 

Contacting the Power of the Wild Woman (1992). Patricia Roberts-Miller argues that 

the seemingly dialogical characteristics of Puritan rhetoric are, in fact, monological, 

because the various viewpoints articulate the same ideology in different guises.
19

 This 

critical finding has been sustained here in this examination of New Age writings, for the 
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articulations of the above trends share the same ideological features and generic devices 

despite their surface variations.  

What can be deduced then from the detailed analysis presented in the preceding 

chapters is that presidential rhetoric might be considered to occupy the centre, while 

New Age discourse operates in the periphery, thus creating the range of hybrid identities 

on the frontier that Eric Wertheimer identified. Accordingly, the mythologising of 

political issues by New Age texts cannot be set in regions where American troops are 

deployed, whether these be armed forces in Panama, or UN peace-keeping missions as 

exemplified in Rwanda. Representations of spiritualities from nations which have had 

post-war alliances with the United States also have not become the focus of significant 

trends, such as those from Australian Aboriginal cultures or Indonesian mysticism. 

Since these regions have registered as allies, they have not been considered to form 

major sites of anxiety on the frontier, and the need for a widespread imaginary 

possession of these geo-political spaces has been largely eliminated. New Age literature 

is therefore a cultural expression of American nationalism, marking these texts as a 

genre of nationalist narrative.  

American culture has traditionally been one “based on a faith in process”, and 

one directed towards the development of the white middle class.
20

  Similarly, the New 

Age genre has increasingly become a powerful source of identity for white Americans, 

for this discourse confirms their past and future selves in a new form of religious and 

political imperialism that seemingly appears at worst benign, and at best life-affirming. 

Thus it is of little surprise that the overwhelming majority of New Age readers are white 

middle-class Americans, or those who subscribe to this group‟s values. Perhaps Nixon 

said it best for the American people: “[H]owever far we reach into the cosmos, our 

destiny lies not in the stars but on Earth itself, in our own hands, in our own hearts”.
21

 

 

**** 
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21

 Nixon, “First Inaugural Address of Richard Milhous Nixon: Monday, January 20, 1969,” paragraph 74.   
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