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T'S ~Y NIGHT. aIKI 13 New Jersey subD'ba.nites are sitting on the ~ carpet d. a

darkened living room. Eight ~ aIKI five men, mostly in their 3Os, fonn a rough circle,

hokIing haMs, ~ gently ~ in ~tioo. After nearly half an 1nD", they begin to

stir arxI b* aOOut with quiet smiles arxI 0005. They tell each other their meditative
: experiences, problems and needs, c1fer sympathy arxI swap advice on nutrition, e2rcise

aIKld1ikI~
Each person around the circle tells ci some special problem or need expected in the

cm1ing ~-recurring pain, anxiety, m, a rebellious teenage!", an upooming

interview or medjca1 test. The tbree-1nD" session closes with another meditation on

these particular needs. Sane ci. the ~tors linger for refreshments ~ saying

- fareweII until the next weeks meeting.

This healing group is hardly unique in its upper:-middJe-class suburban community. Numerous other groups in the

same area also view oonrnedicaI healing as an important part d their Ii\'e5. Like milljons D)(X'e ~ this 1aOO, ~

seek healing in chm"ches aIKI prayer meetings. Others take classes to learn self-healing methods or meet in informal

groups for mutual healing. ~ go rot d their way to grow aIKI JXepare speciaI fo<xjs required by their healing

system, and others go to practitioners ci. various nonmedical aR:B:oadles.

Social scientists often assume that only the ~ classes subscribe to alternative healing systems, a remnant d.

fcik culture presumed to be waning as leYel d. education aIKI ~c ~ inaease. But many middle-

class people now adhere to a wide range of be1ief~ aIKI practices oot sanctioned by mainstream ~ These
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points to some of the sh<x'~ d. the
mainstream medical system, it also re\aIs
the spiritual concerns and sociaI strains
that may be reshaping our society; Stl¥iies
cl other cultures am Us. subcultures
reveal a link between healing practices and
broader sociocultural ~ Our data
show that American suOOrbanites, too,
~ come to use heaIdt, illness and healing
~ expressions <i their concerns for mean-
ing, nxn1 order am irxIividua1 effective-
~ am IK'Wer in their daiJy world.

Our study corrects a number of miscon-
ceptions about the use d. alternative health
systems. F" Irst, roost adherents use c0n-
ventional health care as ftO as alternative
healing, but they have very different ideas
d. what health, illness am healing really
are. From a sociological perspective, the
values and beliefs of mainstream medicine
m~ be seen as ~ aDKX1g many axnpet-
ing conceptions d. illness, its causes am
treatment.

Another misconception: the belief that
marginal medicine m merely a last rescx1
that people use only when all else fails. In
much <i alternative healing, beliefs am

~relatedtohealthamillnessare
embedded within a larger system of mean-
ing. ~t adherents, ~ fowxI, were ini-
tially attracted by that largeI' belief system,
whid1 provides, aroong other things, an
alternative explanation of the origins of
ilh1esS am a specific dJeory d. health,
deviance am healing (XNIer.

Some people view alternative healing as
simply a collection of methods, devices (X'
e\'en "tricks" that might be ~ instead of
conventional medical techniques. They
want to know if healing techniques "work"
in the ~ sense that mainstream medi-
cal tedmiques "work" in treating disease.
But alternative healing is less concerned
with disease than with ilh1esS and sui-

Cering - the way a sick person experi-
ences his CX" her dmorder in a gi\'eD social
aIxI cultural oontext. Viewed from its own
perspectives aIxI goals, it <Xten worD as
~ as, if not better- than, cooventi<x1al
medical treatment, eYen though at times it
may have little effect on disease per se.

Healing groups usually have notioos <i
what constitutes therapeutic SI~ CX"
failure - and rationales to justify them-
but being healed is not necessarily the
~ as being CIn'ed. In ~ groops it is
common and accepted'to have rece~ a
healing aIxI still have sympt(mS or recur-
rences cI. the illness.
LOVE OR MONEY. In oontrast to media
images, most alternative healing we 0b-
served is not done by specialized
"healers"; rather, ordinary members use
healing on themselves or other members.
The vast majority do healing eDOOW1tered
in this study ~ no exd1ange do money
whatsoever. Technique practitioners aIxI
~ psychic healers charge a fee fix
servK:e, while ~ other fonns <i' healing
iJM>Ive fees for classes in healing methods.
Overall, howerer, there is little CX" no
financial incentive fix 00ing healing in nk)6t
groups.

Alternative healing systems are extraor-
dinarily ~, but fall roughly into ~
broad types: Christian healing; Eastern
meditation aIxI human-potential groups;
traditional metaphysical groups; psychic
aIxI occult groups; aIxI mani~tion/ted1-
nique practitioners. (See the chart,
"Membership aIxI Practices. j

Despite their diversity, the groups share
certainbasichea1ingbeliefsalxipractices
that distinguish them from mainstream
medicine. In general, they view health,
illness aIxI hea1ing from a ~
much broader than medicine's main focus
on biological functioning. Members do

be;
by
roc
00
tht
eYt
tJu

th«

CO!

tio

MO

~

fro

six

pa:
fie

he

aI}j
an

an

Ev

fell

he

~ range from the mdinary to the
peculiar: naturopathy, faith healing, Chris--
tian Science, ~ healing, 'll'anscen-
dental Meditatioo (TM) aOO other medita-

tion systems, occult and New Age

therapies, human-potential theraPe:utic
methoo, (sudl as Arka, ~tliesis
aOO est), iridok)gy aOO Nati\Ie American
healing methcxls.

A 1976 Gallup poll fowMi that 4 percent
cI. those poIJed had eIwaged in TM. 3
percent practiced yoga aOO 1 percent were
~ in an Eastern religion. These
~ suggest that noe than 10 million
Americans are ~ in jtmt a few <:I.
these "alternatives." A 1973 study in
California found a predictably higher per-
centage cI. ~ts in the San Fran-
cisco Bay area: approximately 8 percent in
est ak>ne and 1.1 pen:ent in Scientology;

MORAL SIDE Of' SICKNUS1 Data are
scant on how widespread alternative heal-
ing is in the United States aM whether it is
actuaIJy gaining mKkfIe~ adherents
(see "Mysticism Goes Mainstream," this
article). Whatever the trend, alternative
healing is an intriguing ..-eseoce in our
society aM may PnJ'iIde ~ insights into
American cul~

My colleagues arKi I at the A1terna~
Healing Systems Project at Montclair
State College have recently completed a
four-year, in-depth st1xty cI. alterna~
health beliefs aM Inctkes aDX)I)g mickDe-
income people in northern New J~
especially the comfortable suburban areas
ootside Newark. We wanted to wkIerstaIxi
the alterna~ health systems used by
these educated, middle-class people - the

whys aM what-bs cI. their rituals.
We identified nX>re than 130 different

groups of healers cI. five broad healing
types. As participant-obser\lerS, we stud-
ied some groups cI. each type intensively
for 10 to 18 months and visited others
occasionally; In all, we o~ 255 ses-
~ in 31 gnxJP8 am recxxded them in
detail.

To learn more about the participants'
perspectives, we COIxfocted nX>re than
300 1- to 3-hoor open-ended interviews

with leaders, healers, adherents and cli-
ents of the V3ri<xm bms cI. healing. We
also interviewed a number of non-
adherents selected from comparable
neighborhoods arKi matd1ed for gerwJer

arKiage.
NOT DEATHBED CDNVERTL We believe
our study provides the first detailed look at
mostly m"KkI1e<1ass, mi<kIJe-aged, weIl-
educated. socially, cu1tura11y arKi residen-

tially es~ed suburbanites who adopt
alternative health beliefs arKi InCtices. If it

~
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meditation and human-potential groups,
for example, most often descn"be their
ideals of health in terms of energy, balance
and flexibility, holism, self-awareness and
responsibilit~ In these grou~, the holistic
norm is usually linked to spiritual sources.
As one member 0{ a Christian healing
group put it: "Health, wholeness-all
these ~rds to me are Scripture and
salvation. . . .A healthy person to me would
be one that was whole in spirit, soul, mind
aM body. "

Alternative healing groups often explain
the origins cl illness in terms cl both
physical aM moral events (for example,
violation 0{ a moral norm). In keeping with
their often unusual ideas about the causes
0{ illness, their treatments may also be
unusual. The belief that an illness is caused
by lack of balance and moderation sug-
gests a quite different treatment than does
the belief that it is caused by Satan. In
some cases, determining the identity aM
causes of illness may be at least as impor-
tant for the individual or group as the

therapeutic actions that follow.
THE SELF AND SUFFERING. One espe-
cially important point 0{ oontrast between
alternatives and "scientific" medicine is
their ooncept of the self - and of suffering

the self experiences. Suffering is not

necessarily proportional to the serious-
ness of disease or the intensity of pain.

Childbirth, for example, may be more
painful than arthritis, but it typically
causes less suffering because ~n view
it as temporary and associated with some-

thing they want.
Most people are driven to seek help and

healing not so much by disease per se but
by suffering and affliction. But biomedjc;a1
models 0{ illness, wbicit focus on bodies,
not on selves, often make it easy to deny
the reality of suffering and invalidate-or
even exacerbate - the very experiences

that make people seek help.
Medical personnel who fail to recognize

the personal oontext of illness often do not

comprehend the depth of people's em0-
tional pain, especially after patients are
"cured" and free of physical pain. One
woman, for example, sti1I suffered greatJy
from a hysterectomy she had undergone
six years earlier. "It meant losing a huge
part 0{ my future," she explained. Unmar-
ried, childless and only 29, she lost a lot of
her hopes and dreams. She was intensely
angry at the insensitivity 0{ the physicians
and hospital staff. They treated her "like
an ungrateful child, crying over spilt milk. "

Even well-intentioned caregivers probably
felt their only duty was to treat oorrect1y

her specific biologjcaJ -problem; as they

~
defined their healing task, her agony was
irrelevant.

Alternative healing approadtes address
the problem of suffering by a process that
places the sick person's experience within
a larger order, usuaIly transcendent. They
make no neat distinctions among physical,

emotional, social or spiritual "troubles"-
all are relevant. The person's condition is
transformed symbolically, often through
ritual words and actions. This transforma-
tion involves reestablishing order or mean-
ing for the disordered situation that
"caused" the suffering.

These aIxi other healing actions <iren
mobilize the person's self-healing proc-
esses. The kinds of transformation and

growth promoted by many of these groups
can create resilience, enabling suffering
people to tap resources within or around
themselves. When suCA:essfuI, healing of-
ten creates the sense of becoming en-
larged - not reduced - by the experi-
ence of illness.

People told us of renewed ck)Se ties with
kJYed ones, fresh visions or h~ for the
future, purification and insight. Their suf-
fering was resolved or reduced by taking
control in the face of their problems,
gaining insight into how they could change
their selves accordingly, experiencing the
support of empathic others and seeing how
their lives and suffering were linked with
something larger - interpreted variously

as God, cosmic energy or universal Mind.

SPIRITUALIZING SICKNESS. Assigning
responsibility for illness is a central issue
for all heaIing belief systems. Virtually
every one we studied has some theory
concerning who (or what) is responsible
for the development of the illness, for its
continuation or healing and who or what
should be held responsible if therapy fails.

These ideas involve important moral eval-
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~ uations; they are not, as in conventional

medicine, merely neutral descriptions of a
situation. Alternative heaJing systems dif-
fer dramatically from the dominant medi-
cal system (and among themselves) in how
they attribute moral responsibility and
related notions of control and power.

In most of the healing groups we
studied, the moral concerns pertaining to
salvation are expressed in the idiom of
health and illness: What must I do to be
healed ("saved")? Where does heaJing
("saIvific") power come from and how is it
d1anneled to me? What does it require to
be truly healthy ("righteous")? Some
Christian and Jewish healing groups affinn
traditional "biblical" answers to these
essentially moral questions, but many
other groups have either borrowed East-
ern approaches, modified Western tradi-
tional answers or developed appreciably
different moral responses.

Some ~ have suggested that
alternative healing movements help to
medicaIize moral issues-for example, by
defining deviance, sud1 as alcoholism,
promiscuity, dilld abuse and gambling, as
"sickness" to be treated by the medical
system. We fouIxi, however, that although
the groups we studied used metaphors d.
illness and healing to refer to a wide range
of human concerns, they spiritualize
rather than medicaIize these issues. In so
doing, they d1aIlenge the medical model d.
healing by redefining the sources of illness
and individual responsibility for it.

Most Christian healing groups we stud-
ied consider personal sin a major som-ce of
illness, although they differ widely in how
mud1 they hold the individual responsible.
Likewise, metaphysical groups attribute
most misfortune, including illness, to the
individuals incorrect ways of thinking and
speaking, evidence of the person's lack of ~







validate themselves. Health to them is an
idea1ized self and "healing" is growth
toward that ideal.'"
THE NEW INDIVIDUALISM.

ing groups reaffirm, in new ways, tradi-
tional moral norms, roles and social pat-
terns. Obvious examples include the
charismatic groups within the Catholic and
several mainline Protestant churches. In
such groups, illness is identified with sin -
both personal and general- and healing is
a ritual response of the individual and
group to sin. Sin itself is connected with
contemporary urges to "free" the self from
the constraints of social roles and nonns
and from guilt for violating them. Healing
is also aimed at restoring wholeness in the
face of the fragmentation of everyday life in
a highly specialized and differentiated
world. Such groups are not advocates d.
the status quo, trying to apply moralistic
brakes against change. Rather, their heal-
ing practices express a profound dissat-
isfaction with the separation d. important
parts d. our lives: religion, family, work.
education, l~ activities and commu-
nity.

Healing groups that encourage non-
traditional nonns and patterns of identity
are particularly interesting when consid-
ered within their broader social and histor-
ical framework. While our society was
becoming industrialized, it often rewarded
people who were faceless, responsible
individuals who "fit" theburea ucracy. Such
individuals internalized specific values-
such as perseverance, dependabilit~ con-
sistency, integrity and duty - that were
suited to the rationalized economic sphere.

But older fonns d. individualism, with
their ~ patterns of self-con-
trol, may not fit the experiences (and
socioeconomic conditions) <X many people
in modern Western societies. For example,

connection with Truth or Divine Mind.
Eastern and human potential grou~ are

least likely to hold the. inEtividuaI respons-
ible "as the cause of illness and are more
likely than others to emphasize social and.
individuaIlifestyie factors, 38 well as spiri-
tual means, in protecting oneself from
illness. Psychic and related occult healing
grou~ are typically the strongest in their
emphasis on individual responsibility for
illness and other troubles.
TAKING RESPONSIBILITY. The corollary
of this notion of responsibility for illness is
belief in the individual's control. The more
responsibility one assumes, the more one
is asserting control over the problem.

One woman explained: "Self-awareness
and taking responsibility go together hand
in hand If I walk around unaware, then I
feel like bad things just 'happen' to me. I'm
a victim. The more I understand myself
and my situation, then the more control I
have in my life. I realize that I have
choices -like dtoosing not to accept a
promotion if it means 16-hour days . . . or
like dtoosing to be an adult and not a little
girl to my mother for the first time in 37
years. . . . And I can ~ my responses
to situations and to other people. I don't
have to get caught up in stress or anger."

Many alternative healing groups pr0-
mote believers' active adaptation - not
merely adjusting to the fact of suffering or
limitation but actively changing one's life.
"Taking responsibility" does not typically
produce victim-blaming because it is
linked with rituals of empowerment.

Nevertheless, by locating health and
illness within a comprehensive moral or-
der, many of the groups intentionally or
inadvertently promote the notion that one
is personally culpable for failing to achieve
a healthy state. As in the larger culture,
many adherents apply negative moral tags
to being overweight or addicted to ciga-
rettes, diet pills or alcohoL Lack of control
implies a moral failing, and deliberate
"abuse" of one's own or another's body is
considered morally reprehensible.

Many people we interviewed recognize
and criticize the social sources of i1Iness
and i1Iness-producing behavior. But the
solutions they typically suggest - with

the notable exception of serera1 Eastern
meditation groups-are not political but
individual: One shoukl resist destructive
advertising messages, refuse to accept
stressful and dangerous ~rk, move away
from pollution and address social problems
with spiritual means.

Many alternative healing grou~ are

highly pluralistic in their notions of per-
sonal responsibility and remarkably unwill-

~
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ing to judge and blame others' "failings."
For example, one man suggested his
friend's weight "problem" was not what
she "needed to be working on" at that
time, even though it was ultimately her
responsibility; Since her "growth" in an-
other area of her life was more important,
sh-e should not be accountable for weight
control until her personal "right time."
Because virtually all grou~ define health
as a gradual, progressive development,
individual episodes of illness ~ some of
their sting as "failure." lOOeed, such illness
is often interpreted as a sign of progress.

Alternative healing systems staOO in
clear contrast to mainstream medicine and
challenge it. But they also propose new
ways of experiencing the world and offer
extensive transformations of physical and
emotional life. If we take these aspects
seriO\LCO1y, we must consider their potential

significance for society at large.

ARE WE EVER SEPARATE? 1\\10 features ci.

these movements, in particular, may re-
flect emerging changes in the relationship
between individuals and our society. First,
all the grou~ we studied propound a world
image that is holistic - even beyond the
sense of body-mind holism - insisting
upon the interdependence of all aspects of
the cos~ One minister, who used many
forms of healing, expressed this interde-
pendence vividly: "It's only literally in the
level of the epidermis that we can say that
we're really absolutely separate. I more and
more ~ that people's lives are pr0-
foundly interconnected. "

Second, in all of the groups, healing
rituals are prominent, frequently pervaded
by symbols of power and order. What is
especially interesting is that, in many
~, members engage in these rituals
collectively but simultaneously seek pri-
vately experienced ways to transform and



CHRISTIAN
GROUPS

I' METAPHYSICAL

GROUPS
'TECHNIQUE
I PRACTITIONERS

I EASTERN
, MEDITATION

AND HUMAN
POTENTIAL
GROUPS

I PSYCHIC AND

OCCULT GROUPS

WHO BELONGS:
Client. .re middle-
cl M.ny belonc to
other kinds of he.llnc
croups.. _II. All
.C.., includinc chI!-
dren..relnvolved.

WHO BELONGS:
Several of these
croups have a broad
aae apectrum, al.
thoup the middle.
aced predomlll8te. Far
more _men than men

I belona, thouah &everal
croupa haye 8 aub-
atanti81 proportion of
men. Our atudy fo-
cused on croup eflorta

I for payc:hic healina.
but indiylduals often

! do the work.

WHO BELONGS:
Members are gener.
ally uppef'-middle-
class and very _II ed.

I - - ucated. Women pre-
I WHAT THEY PRACTICE: dominate somewhat,
The5e healing ap- althouctl these croups
proaches are based on' ,attract more men than
technique, typically do most other groups.
applied one.on-one I Members are youn.
rather than in a group. 88r, between 25 and

Healing methodsln.
clude 5hiatsu, iridol.
op, acupuncture and
reflexolop. Related
methods, sometime5
organized as thera-
peutic groups, Include
rolflnc and the Alex-
ander and Feldenkrais
method5. Also in this
catecory: homeopathy,
naturopathy and other
nonorthodox medicine.

WHO BELONGS:
Faith healina ha. typ-
1~lIy been a.soclated
with lower-cia.. reli-
aiosity, but In recent
year. it ha. Incr...ed
amona the middle
cia... Mo.t partici-
pant. are middle-aaed,
and more women than
men are active mem-
ber., though men tend
to dominate the Chris-
tian aroups. The
KrOupa are not racially
mixed, and - fo...d
no black Chri.tlan
healing aroups in the
racially mixed subur-
ban communities -
studied.

WHO BELONGS:
Metaphysi~1 &,roups
are quite varied - t.r
more diverse th.n
Christian aroups.
Some have .Imost ex-
clusively elderly mem-
bers, but others .t-
tr.ct a range ot .g..,
Ineludln&, numerous
youn&, 8dults. Some
aroups are .11 or
mostly white; others
8re r8cially mixed.
Women predominate
In both memnrshlp
.nd leadership.

40. In racially mixed
communities, these
croups attract a pro-
portional 5hare of the
middle-cla.5, non.
white comml8llty. No
all-bl.eII crOUP5 were
found.

~

~~~~1

WHAT THEY PRACTICE: I

Mo.t of the Chrl.tl.n
croUp. b8N their
he.ling on the New
Te.t.ment descrip-
tion. of Je.u.'. he.l-
Ing minl.try .nd the
pl.ce of he.linK In the
Nrly church.., .1-
though .ome .IM In-
corpor.te element. of
medleYal .nd modern
popul.r reIiKio.lty. I
Some Chrl.tl.n
croups .re intoler.nt

Iof non-Chri.ti.n form.
of he.linK while Epl..
coP8li.n. .nd Mme
other. are more open
to different ide.. .nd
people. ---

1

~~.~~

WHAT THEY PRACTICE:
I Thla ia the moat dIv-
er.. .nd difficult to

I C8teaorlze. It includ..
auch KroUPS ..
Eck8nk8r, Gr..t White
Brotherhood .nd Spiro

I itul Frontiers Fell_-
ahip.a well .a un.ffill-
.ted psychic he811na

I circl...nd m.ny Indi-
vidu.1 paychica .nd
!»r8ctitlonera of .a-
trolop. numeroioo.

I cryatal hulina.nd di.
vining. Like the met..

I phyaiC81 &TOUPS, they

emphasize the poten-

tl.1 of individuls to
a.in power and control
In their IIvea. In their

I vi_. only people who

.re apiritu.lly .t.
tuned. psychiC8l1y de.
veloped or .dept In
specl.1 occult knowl.
edae C8n tap this ar..t
power or ch.nnel it to
othera.

l2

I WHAT THEY PRACTICE:
The.. croups were
spawned by the e.rly
20th-century meu.
physic.1 movement,
includina Chrlsti.n
Science, Unity .nd Re-
ligious Science. While
holdina many beliefs
in common with the
psychic .nd occult
groups, they .re orca-
nized more like de-
nomination., main-
taining chu!"dt
building. and control-
lIne religious t..dt-
Inc. They emphasize I

continuity with Chris.
ti.n tr.dltions. Mem-
bers.re not partic-

Iul.rly securl.n, but
they .re not .. eclec-
tic a. adherenta of
meditation, hum.n po. I

I tenti.1 .nd occult
croups. I

-- ~.~. ~

~_=:.:.?---~~-~~.;!'

WHAT THEY PRACTICE:
I These croups drew

fnNn Eastern forms of
meditation and exer-
d.. disciplines and
from popular psycho-
therapeutic methods,
such .s sensitivity
ualnina and bio-

I energetics. They In-
clude Trenscendental

' Meditation, Jain YOP

and meditation,

Tibetan Buddhist
I

meditation, psycho-
synthesis, rebirth lng,
est and Aric.. In con-
trast to the other
croups, the.. are rela-
tively open to forms of
healing other than
their own, though they
aenerally vi- their
_n as superior.

!
.&
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MEREDrrH MCGUIRE. lead author do the new book, Ritual Healing in Suburban

America, is now president do the Society for Scientific Study do Religion, a rigorous

and scholarly national organization. Her sense that something important is ~

under the surface do religious life has made her a pioneer in this important field. As

a scientist she is carefuI not to c1aim that the healing movement ~ expanding fast.

With 00 prior baseline of data, she knows that the phenomenon could have been

going on for years, just not ooticed.

There are, however, other reasons to believe that the healing movements are in-

deed growing - and fast - among middle -class Americans. For instance, George

Gallup Jr. has been convinced, from his annual religious surveys, that most forms do

mysticism are on the rise. Or we at least talk about it more, says sociologist An-

drew Greeley at the University of Chicago's National Opinion Research Council

(NORC). In a recent ll-year period, the proportion of adults who say they have

been in toud1 with the dead has risen from 27 percent to 42 percent. Fi"om NORC

data, Greeley estimates that close to 20 million Americans now report profoundly

mystical experiences, including healing. Sociologists analyzing a statewide poll in

Virginia were startled to find 14.3 percent do all adults saying they had been healed

by prayer or a divine soun:e.

As a journalist who watdles many lines do survey data, I would hazard to go an

interpretive step beyond the researdlers' reports. With body mysticism on the rise

in many forms, the charismatic movements in Catholicism and Protestantism have

now opened out into a much broader healing movement. Coming from the otha- di-

rection, New Age mysticism ~ discovering a lost vein of faith among intellectuals

who were once dogmatically secular. If these forces were to combine with the seJf-

righteous fwldaInentalism that hit U.s. politics a few years ago, one could worry

that a rightist revivalism may be on the ~

But a very different ~pect is now coming into focm: As the healing movement

rises from the roots of various religious groups, it is giving form to a'sensitive spir-

ituality in life-enhancing communities that respect one another's search for a truth

that heals.
- T GEORGE HARRIS

individualism they promote - undoubted-
ly are symptoms and symbols d profound
changes in our society and our selves.
They may not only reflect social change
but create it. .

the persevering, n~-to-the-grin~tOne,
solitary, rugged individualist may be ill-
suited to social and economic settings that
increasingly demaOO cooperation, commu-
nication and creativity; These New Jersey
suburbanites generally are "bright-collar"
workers (see "New Collars, Bright Col-
lars," P;sychoiogy 1bday, October 1988),
members of a new class now emerging in
our society; They are weIl-educated knowl-
edge ~kers who talk, write and 'oompute
for a living. In both their ~k and personal
lives they value communication and inter-

personal negotiation. Bright-collar
workers may need new ways d. organizing
work - greater autOnomy and flexibility,

more unstructured time for communicat-
ing ideas and new social arrangements and
interpersonal ties that foster it.

New types d. individual-to-society rela-
tionships, such as th~ that alternative
healing groups often encourage, may be
highly appealing to members d. the new
class. The groups may represent a genuine
assertion - even rebellion - against the

formal rationalization of the socio-
economic sphere.
SPIRITUAL GROWTH. Members may fmd
certain alternative healing groups partic-
ularly congenial, especially those that do
not assert traditional norms and ~ but
idealize a ftexl'ble self, with dIanging (often
multiple) roles and norms. Rath~ than
socializing members to fixed "right" and
"wrong" )mages d. self and mora1 expecta-
tions - the fundamentalist style - they

have an ideal of experimentation and
"growth," and expect continual change.

The end point d. growth is, however,
different from that <i tradition-oriented
groups. For these growth-oriented
groups, greater awareness produces
greater understanding of self and others,
greater awareness <i one's body and em0-
tions and greater balance and harmony in
relation to one's inner self, others and the
cosmos. "Health" is linked with strong
awareness of a core self able to ch~
relations and reactions, one who has a
powerful sense d. connectedness with
others and with the natural environment
(or, indeed, the entire cosmos).

New religious and healing movements
may be attempts at the symbolic creation
and socialization d. a new way of viewing
the self in relation to the world. But it is still
too soon to know the full impact d. these
middle-class movements on our society;

Many alternative healing approaches
promote a qualitatively different perspec-
tive nun that d. the dominant culture.
They encour'age a reftective and reftexi\le
attitude toward oneself, one's body and

This article is excerpted /1rJm the just-
published /N)Ok Ritual Healing in Subur-
ban America (Rutgers Univemty Press)
by sociologist Meredith B. McGuire of
1rinity University in San Antonio, as-
sisted by Debra Kantor; an anthfrJj)olov
doctoral candidate at Rutgers.

emotional and social life. They affirm the
right and power of the individual to choose
the quality <i experience cl body and
emotions, to choose how to achieve health,
to choose and assert identity. And, in their
holistic perspective, they promote a strong
sense of connectedness with one's body
and with other people.

If widespread, such a transformation of
self could have far-reaching consequences
for the cuItm-al, political and economic
spheres in mOOern society. Alternative
health systems - and the new kinds of
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