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“Everything starts within”: New Age Values, Images,
and Language in Israeli Advertising

MARIANNA RUAH-MIDBAR & NURIT ZAIDMAN

ABSTRACT This article focuses on the appropriation of New Age values, images, and
language by different sectors of the mainstream in a Western society––in Israel. The
findings support earlier research about the shift in values in the mainstream of
Western societies. Specifically, this is a shift towards the admiration of nature, Far
Eastern lore, a search for a ‘balanced’ way of life, and so on, in accordance with
New Age values. This article analyzes how, and for what purpose, mainstream
advertisements appropriate New Age elements. The analysis of about 100
advertisements from the last decade leads to the conclusion that all mainstream sectors,
including relatively conservative ones (such as academic institutions), borrow elements
from New Age, but differ in the intensity and form of appropriation: some are
interested in simply attracting attention, while others directly appropriate New Age
values. This article discusses the differentiation between the receptivity of specific
sectors to New Age and explores possible motivations for the use of New Age
elements, such as the more conservative sectors’ use of esoteric elements of New Age.

Introduction

Why are advertisements for capital investments so preoccupied with images of
Oriental practices such as meditation and acupuncture? Why do
advertisements for soft drinks use images such as Vipasana retreats and Yoga
lessons? What would make an advertising agency create a slogan for mineral
water proclaiming it to be ‘for the body and for the soul’? Is it not odd to find
an advertising campaign for an established university based on the idea of
spreading Tarot cards?

In this article, we examine how the mainstream appropriates New Age
elements in advertising and why. The focus is on advertisements aimed at the
general public, that is, the mainstream. Our findings illuminate the
introduction of New Age culture into the mainstream of a Western society,
namely Israel, even in its more conservative sectors.

The New Age is a multifaceted cultural phenomenon that ranges from
spirituality and esotericism to psychology and life-style. As a dynamic cultural
phenomenon, it gradually matured from its counterculture character (in the
1970s) to a more mainstream feature (Hanegraaff, “New Age”; Heelas, New
Age) and it is still developing. We are interested in describing the current
cultural status of New Age in the wider societal framework, through the
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analysis of its appropriation by the mainstream. Since the New Age is such a
diverse and elusive phenomenon, however, and its relationship with the
mainstream so dynamic, this is a complex mission and therefore requires some
introduction.

New Age and the Western Mainstream

The term ‘New Age’ refers to a self-conscious movement that emerged in the
West in the early 1970s. The message of the New Age is its hope for personal
transformation, which can be reached through body work, spiritual disciplines,
natural diets, and renewed human relationships (Lewis and Melton). Others
suggest viewing the New Age not as a movement but as a series of social
networks (Sutcliffe, “Category”) or as a network of ideas (Ruah-Midbar, “New
Age”).

Among the core ideas and values of the New Age are the following: the
belief in a perennial kernel of all religions and cultures; the interest in esoteric
doctrines; a holistic paradigm; the aspiration for the full realization of human
potential; the hope for (planetary) transformation; the guidance for
maintaining positive thinking and optimism; the belief that we create our own
world by controlling our mental state; an emphasis on healing; the longing for
an affinity with nature; the adoration of femininity; and the attraction to
Oriental lore (Hanegraaff, “New Age”; Heelas, New Age; Ruah-Midbar, “New
Age”).

Research on the relationship between the New Age and the mainstream has
been conducted from two complementary perspectives. One perspective
indicates the gradual transformation of the New Age from a counterculture to
a more mainstream sub-culture (Hanegraaff, “New Age”; Heelas and Seel;
Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”; Inglehart). Criticized from both within and without
the New Age movement, this development requires a less alternative
emphasis, as provided by trends such as the Human Potential Movement or
the alternative executives’ lore that replaced the previous ‘drop-out’ style with
a lore “more thriving than mainstream” and a sanctification of capitalism
(Heelas, New Age).

The other perspective focuses on large-scale processes in Western societies,
indicating the adoption of alternative values. This research discusses the
permeation by a vast reservoir of non-Western spiritual ideas, belief, and
practices, which are constantly recycled in popular culture (Partridge) or the
Easternization of the West, a process of paradigmatic change inspired by ideas
and values derived from Asia (Campbell). A more explicit thesis is that
Western societies are experiencing a spiritual revolution, a turn from focusing
on God to focusing on life (Heelas, Spiritualities).

The New Age has a growing legitimacy in Western societies, which is
increasing as its values, language, images, and practices become more familiar
to the general public. Thus, the New Age can be described as a spectrum that
ranges from more humanistic and secular manifestations, which are quite
easily merged with mainstream ideas (Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”), to more
idiosyncratic, spiritual ones (Heelas, New Age).
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Notwithstanding this recognition, there is a scarcity of research providing
empirical evidence for the appropriation of the New Age by the mainstream.
Our research about the prevalence of New Age elements in mainstream
commercial advertising addresses this lacuna by looking at the elements of the
New Age that have been assimilated (and those that have not) and by paying
attention to the different elements of the process of appropriation (e.g. values,
language, images) as well as by analyzing the ways in which New Age
elements have been appropriated by the mainstream in different sectors.

Therefore, this article contributes to the understanding of the interface
between New Age culture and the Western mainstream and, more specifically,
of the extent to which the New Age has permeated mainstream discourse and
normative values. We shall examine the components of New Age culture that
are, or are not, assimilated and address the ways in which the New Age is
portrayed, in order to understand and assess its role in Western society and
the motives for its appropriation. Rather than a priori accepting (or rejecting)
existing theoretical research about the relationships between the New Age and
the mainstream, we focus our research on an empirically based question: how
and why does mainstream advertising use New Age elements?

The Interpretation of Advertisements and Cultural Analysis

We suggest viewing advertisements as texts, that is, messages that convey
meaning through signs that can be interpreted. These texts are embedded in
socio-cultural contexts, in this case the Israeli New Age and the Israeli
mainstream, as represented by several key sectors.

Previous studies have shown that advertisements are presumed to tell
consumers which products and services they should purchase and which
social ideas and values are ‘normal’ (McLuhan; Okigbo, Martin and Amienyi).
Some even argue that it is possible to analyze the ‘consistent stories’ we are
told about our world by advertisements (Jhally).

Others argue, however, that advertising not only promotes cultural values
but also reflects existing values (Okigbo, Martin and Amienyi; Cheng and
Schweitzer; Tarn). Thus, it is generally accepted that consumers respond
favorably to advertising messages that are congruent with their culture and
they reward advertisers who tailor advertisements to their values (Zhang and
Gelb). According to Grant McCracken, who presents such a link between
advertisements and culture, meaning is usually drawn from the culturally
constituted world and transferred to the consumer, often through
advertisements. McCracken suggests looking at the culturally constituted
world, which can be characterized in terms of cultural categories (time, space,
nature, people) and cultural principles (such as the ideas or values according
to which cultural phenomena are organized, evaluated, and construed). In
order to become associated with consumer goods, meaning must be
transferred from the cultural world to the product itself. A creative director
must therefore identify the categories and principles in the cultural world that
most closely approximate the meaning that consumers seek in the product.

Other writers have suggested that the lack of coherence in advertisements
may be related to the need to evoke interest, often by including exotic
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elements or values from the fringes of society or from sub-cultures (Goldman
and Papson 85–6, 89). Based on the research presented above, we shall analyze
the link between the advertisements and their contexts. One example is the
question whether the advertising in a specific sector reflects, or presents, a
non-coherent or distorted image of New Age values.

Existing studies also discuss the ways in which advertisements appropriate
meaning (ibid 88). A common approach is the positive, or mimetic,
appropriation of value. This frequently involves an image, such as a celebrity
or a style, which is highly attractive in terms of its potential market value.
Another method of appropriation is to use a negative signifier for counter-
positioning, so that a sign value or a sign identity is established by sharp
contrast to what it is not.

Advertisements also function by arousing positive feelings. In this kind of
advertising, it is common to depict good-looking actors enjoying life, which
elicits a positive response toward the product (Nir and Rahav). Likewise,
another method of appropriation is to use exotic images from a given ‘stock’
(Goldman and Papson 89), in order to get attention or as a gimmick.

This study seeks to identify the ways in which advertisements use New
Age elements. Are these elements appropriated directly and thereby
indicate identification with New Age values? Are they presented negatively,
as an opposite ‘other’? Are they merely serving as means to attract
attention, indicating that the target audience of the advertisement is
familiar with the images and responds to them positively (or in a neutral
way)?

New Age in the Israeli Context

The Israeli context abounds with New Age manifestations. Although there are
no specific numbers regarding the scope of the phenomenon in Israel, there is
a consensus among Israeli New Age scholars that the New Age movement has
seen an increase in participation since the late 1990s. There are hundreds of
local New Age groups in Israel and the number of people who relate to or
participate in New Age activities or rituals has been estimated to be in the
hundreds of thousands, out of a total population of about seven million
(Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”; Simchai; Tavori; Zaidman, “New Age Shop”).

The absorption of New Age ideas into the Israeli mainstream can be
identified in various areas. New Age festivals attract tens of thousands of
participants (Simchai). New Age books have been on bestseller lists. New Age
vocabulary is embedded in the Hebrew spoken in Israel today (Rosental). New
Age ideas and practices have also found a place in typical mainstream
institutions such as the Israeli public medical services, which have seen a
tremendous growth in the incorporation of complementary and alternative
medicine (Fadlon; Cohen), and the public education system, which has
recently started to include activities such as Yoga and other Oriental spiritual
practices (Drori). On the other hand, Israeli profit-based organizations, which
maintain rational and pragmatic ideologies, tend to marginalize spirituality
(Zaidman, Goldstein-Gidoni and Nehemia). Some studies have shown how
various New Age initiators accommodate the Jewish audience in Israel (e.g.
Zaidman “New Age Products”, “New Age Shop”). It is worth noting that the
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New Age in Israel is a Jewish––mainly secular Jewish––phenomenon (Ruah-
Midbar, “Current”; Ruah-Midbar and Klin Oron) and that the advertisements
we surveyed appeared in the general mass media and were directed toward
the secular Jewish population, although this particular observation does not
feature significantly in our findings.

Advertisements in the Israeli Context

Several studies that have surveyed the content of Israeli advertisements at
different times yielded similar results. There was a greater representation of
Western––or specifically American––values, symbols, and landscapes than local
Israeli values, symbols, and landscapes (e.g. Bar-Magen Rozenberg; Avraham
and First). Except when Israeli society was at war, or when its very existence
faced an imminent threat, Israeli advertisements featured foreign landscapes
(e.g. scenes of urban America). This trend increased in the 1980s and thereafter
(Agam Dali), which showed that the Israeli mass media had a long-term
predilection for foreign images in advertising.

In the light of this trend, it is of interest to investigate the appearance in
Israeli advertisements of a relatively recent and somewhat different
phenomenon––elements of the New Age, which is also a Western sub-
culture.

Method

There are several channels used for advertising, such as television,
newspapers, billboards, flyers, and Internet sites or banners. Advertisements
from all of these categories were sampled.

Sample

About 100 advertisements for marketing the products and services of
approximately 40 companies over the last decade, which contained more than
one explicit New Age element, were collected. The term ‘element’ refers to
language (e.g. keywords, such as ‘energy’ or ‘nature’, and slogans, such as
‘everything starts within’), practices (such as sitting in meditative positions or
participating in a workshop), characters (such as people of East Asian
appearance), and settings (such as temples). The sample was carefully chosen
to ensure that the advertisements were clearly characterized as New Age,
either due to the presence of one core New Age element (e.g. channeling) or
a combination of several elements (e.g. the word ‘energy’ with an image of a
meditating woman and World music). The rationale for this methodology is
based on the Conceptual Network model (Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”),
according to which a phenomenon can be identified as New Age if there is a
partial overlap between it and the New Age Conceptual Network’s
associative pattern, which connects ideas, images, wording, etc. In fact, most
of the advertisements in the sample contain three or more New Age
elements.
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Analysis

Each advertisement was analyzed individually at first, taking several elements
into consideration. Analysis was based on Richard Chalfen’s framework for
understanding how meaning is communicated through visual images, by
adopting three elements that can be used in the analysis of advertisements:
participants, settings, and topics. Participants are people who appear in the
clips and we documented who the actors were, their general appearance, and
their actions. The setting component refers to when and where the characters
or activities take place. The topic refers to main subjects or values presented in
the advertisement. We also documented and analyzed the language of the
advertisement, its atmosphere (e.g. serious, calm, authoritative, etc.), the
symbols and images it contained, and its music or dominant colors.

The data were then classified in several ways. Firstly, the advertisements
were divided according to the extent to which they adopted New Age
elements. Next, we classified the advertisements based on categories of goods
and services. We found that these classifications overlapped to a certain extent,
so we decided to use them. The next step was an attempt to compare the way
in which New Age elements were appropriated in each specific category of
advertisements. Our analysis included discussing the values, participants,
settings, etc., and the advertisement itself and considering the way advertising
appropriates meaning (e.g. the positive, or mimetic, appropriation of value).

Analysis of Advertisements

The following describes the findings for two main groups of advertisements
labeled A and B, according to the degree of adoption of New Age elements.
The examples in each group are organized into sub-groups of categories of
goods and services.

Advertisements that Make Relatively Extensive Use of New Age Elements

Our findings showed that there was extensive use of New Age elements in
advertisements for three kinds of goods or services: soft drinks, dairy
products, and financial services.

Advertisements for Soft Drinks

We found that advertisements for mineral water and non-carbonated soft
drinks frequently used elements of the New Age discourse and its symbols,
while those for carbonated soft drinks generally did not. In the former
category of advertisements, we found a combination of many New Age
elements, which clearly showed the cultural source of these advertisements.
For instance, in New Age culture, nature is hallowed, even deified (e.g.
Hanegraaff, New Age). Thus, when words such as ‘nature’ or ‘naturally’ are
embedded in a context saturated with New Age elements, for example, the
value of giving, enjoyment of life, the keyword ‘energy’ or images of the Far
East, they can also be deemed New Age elements.
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Significantly, many campaigns employed a contrast between the natural world
and civilization, which echoed the dichotomy seen in New Age characterizations
where nature––perceived as caring––is treated almost like a deity, while Western
mainstream values are denigrated (Hanegraaff, “Reflections”). New Age
rhetoric presents ‘natural’ as good and sometimes contrasts it with a set of
values identified as specifically belonging to the Western mainstream, such
as civilization, rationality, industry, urbanization, modernity, and
masculinity––values which are often presented unfavorably as stressful and
unhealthy. Nature, in contrast, is depicted as wild, magical, ancient, feminine,
calm, ecological, caring, and healthy (Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”).

An example of an advertisement that emphasizes the natural qualities of
products, where ‘natural’ was understood as it is perceived in New Age
culture, is the slogan “Prigat––the only juice with only natural components”
(Prigat, TV 2005). In an advertisement that makes musical and visual allusions
to the musical “Hair”, Prigat (TV, 2002) used the slogan “It comes naturally”,
using Hebrew slang that alludes to other New Age values such as friendship
and spontaneity.

Images of nature also play a role. For example, a television advertisement of
2004 depicted a young man drinking Prigat juice as jungle animals roamed
outside his house. This visual image suggested that the product could bring
the quality of wild nature into our Western modern, urban lives. The concept
of nature was conveyed in many other advertisements by a green landscape.

These advertisements can be seen as engaging in a positive, or mimetic,
appropriation of elements of the New Age (Goldman and Papson). That is,
they appropriate values from the consumers’ culturally constituted world and
contextualize them as they are in advertisements.

Advertisements for soft drinks often incorporate another New Age value,
the maintenance of a healthy and athletic lifestyle, combined with other New
Age elements. A campaign for Mey Eden (newspapers, 2005), for example,
portrayed people engaging in different kinds of sports on the beach, including
volleyball and alternative exercises such as Yoga and Tai Chi. This
combination of nature and health also featured in a Prigat campaign for
cranberry juice (newspapers, 2005) using the slogan “Drinking the healthy
life”. The full text promises “a unique experience of health and fun” as well as
the fruit’s good qualities as discovered by Native Americans.

In these advertisements, meaning is similarly constructed via the direct
appropriation of images and language from the New Age and the actors and
the language evoke the exotic ‘other’ (Aldred). While the cultural and
geographic origin of such ‘others’ varies, they all represent similar values in
the New Age culture and stem from perennial philosophy (Hanegraaff, New
Age). According to this outlook, all cultures have a common core of true
wisdom that is best preserved in ancient secret texts and in non-Western and
non-modern cultures (Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”). Thus native, or indigenous,
peoples (e.g. Native Americans), non-Western cultures (especially Far Eastern
cultures) and mystical or heretical trends (e.g. Kabbalah, gnosis) are
romanticized and presented as the bearers of many lost insights and practices.
In New Age culture and in several advertising campaigns making use of New
Age ideas, the exotic ‘others’ represent values such as ancient, indigenous
wisdom, the occult, magical means to health, and affinity with nature.
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Images of the Far East (places, people, activities) are particularly prominent
in this category. In an advertisement for Nestea iced tea (TV, 2006), Tibetan
monks carry a vending machine bearing the company’s trademark to a temple
located on a mountain top. Once it has arrived, the master ceremoniously
hands a bottle to each monk and finally takes one himself.

The historical shift toward appropriating New Age elements in advertising is
clearly demonstrated by the case of the leading Israeli tea producer Wissotzky.
In 2003, one of the years when there was significant permeation of New Age
culture into the Israeli mainstream, the company launched an advertising
campaign that incorporated New Age elements (as it gradually changed its
selection of products). The first New Age advertisements were for green tea.
They included the text “To discover health. To taste the tranquility. To fall in
love” as well as images of the Far East (e.g. India, Japan). The television
advertisement that launched Wissotzky green tea presented the resemblance
between martial arts postures and the preparation and drinking of the tea.

In the Wissotzky campaign for passion fruit and mango tea, three different
ethnic profiles were shown, one of them in traditional Indian dress. Similarly,
the television advertisement for masala chai featured scenes from Indian street
life, with traditional Indian music and the cry of a local tea vendor in the
background. Slogans used in these two advertisements also expressed
orientalism and hedonism, typical for the New Age, such as “the essence of
the exotic experience”.

At the end of 2004, the company replaced its previous slogan “Real tea is
Wissotzky” with a new slogan: “Wissotzky. The right way to live.” A television
advertisement presented this new concept with brief, everyday scenes of young
people who decided to make their lives healthier, calmer, and ‘right’. Their new
life-style included elements such as Yoga and trips to a natural setting. The
actors are shown making small changes in their lives and saying “change a little
bit” while sipping Wissotzky tea. The narrator explains that “great changes start
with small things”. Later, in 2007, Wissotzky’s campaign for iced tea featured
Chinese laborers working calmly in a large green field, until one of them brings
the product, at which point they drink the tea and then start dancing.

The shift in Wissotzky’s advertisements was from an emphasis on the
objective or factual characteristics of the product, in presenting the tea as ‘real’,
to values appropriated from the New Age sub-culture, such as health,
tranquility, and nature. This case also demonstrates the shift in the use of
language and imagery in Israeli advertisements in general. There has been a
move from using language and imagery that refer to familiar and established
features of the modern Western environment to using language and imagery
that present the exotic ‘other’ (Chinese, Indian, etc.) as well as natural
landscapes rather than civilized or urban environments.

Advertisements for Dairy Products

All three major Israeli dairy companies make extensive use of New Age
elements in their advertisements, often when promoting the health benefits of
their products. New Age teachings regard health as a value that should be
constantly pursued in daily life, for example, by maintaining a healthy diet
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(Dubisch), rather than on isolated occasions. Health is considered ‘holistic’,
referring to mental and emotional as well as bodily states. Far Eastern wisdom
in particular is considered to be an authoritative source of knowledge on
health. Also, as discussed earlier, ‘natural’ is equated with ‘healthy’. The New
Age concept of health is addressed in Kimberly Lau’s study of New Age
Capitalism, which shows how emerging spiritual health practices (e.g. Yoga)
have been transformed into commodities for the market economy. The
establishment of New Age capitalism relies on the ideological power of
advertising, turns to the East for its inspiration, and taps into sentimentality
and nostalgia. Moreover, the New Age approach to health stresses the
possibility of combining (physical) pleasure with the pursuit of health. This
holistic–hedonistic approach is commonly presented as ‘balance’ or ‘harmony’
(Hanegraaff, New Age).

An example of this combination of New Age elements is seen on Tnuva’s
2006 web site ‘e-healthy’ (with the slogan “Tnuva. Life according to nature”)
where visitors can explore different options, such as “Press for balance”. The
web site features three characters, all interested in “correct and healthy
nutrition”, and each is identified with a different title: fitness, diet, and
happiness. The latter is illustrated by a man sitting in the lotus position
holding a hamburger in one hand and a carrot in the other. The text discusses
how one can find a balance between health and indulgence. The combination
of the lotus meditation posture, the word ‘balance’, the appreciation of nature,
a healthy life-style, etc., presents an example of the overlap with the New Age
“Conceptual Network ” (Ruah-Midbar, “New Age”).

A Tnuva advertisement for ‘Yoga’ cottage cheese (TV, 1999) revealed an
explicit appropriation of New Age values and language, combining the image
of an Eastern spiritual practice, the value of health, and hedonism. The
advertisement featured a group of people practising Yoga with their guru in
an open field, chanting the mantra ‘Yoga, Yoga, Yoga’. One of the participants
is a woman moaning with pleasure. When the guru approaches her, she is
seen eating the product and she offers it to him saying “Yoga?”. The
connection between health and the New Age is reinforced by the campaign’s
assertion that the product consists of special nutritious components.

The advertisements of Tara, another dairy product company, has promoted
similar values. A newspaper advertisement of 2005 for a Tara fruit-flavored
yogurt drink included the slogan “There are ways to maintain health, and an
excellent way to return healthy energy to the body”. The actors in the
advertisement were women participating in a variety of sports. The company’s
other advertisements depicted similar values, actors, and activities. Women
were presented while exercising, sitting in the lotus position, and relaxing
through meditation. The copy contained New Age keywords such as ‘energy’
and ‘breath’.

Strauss, another major player in the Israeli dairy market, also clearly
appropriated New Age elements, but focused on other values. The campaign for
Strauss yogurt products (Danone, TV, 2003) adopted the slogan “Everything
starts from within”. This slogan has a double meaning. Firstly, it explains why
this is a quality yogurt––because of its ingredients––and secondly, it appropriates
the New Age value of creating one’s own reality by means of assuming a
positive attitude (Ruah-Midbar, “Game”). This doctrine is expressed in many
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New Age practices, such as guided imagery and affirmations (declarations
intended to create a positive reality). Typical New Age affirmations are
expressed in the following advertising campaign slogans: “Everything is open”,
“I have good energy”, “Life is good”, “A good feeling starts from within.” The
actors in these advertisements are smiling and, playing in the background, is the
song “Always Look on the Bright Side of Life”.

In the dairy industry, as in the soft drinks market, meaning is created by
direct or mimetic appropriation of New Age images and language.

Advertisements for Financial Services

Financial services are associated with serious, solid, careful consumers and
with values such as solidity and caution. These dispositions and values may be
at odds with New Age values, such as anti-rationalism, openness to new
experiences, taking chances, and emotionalism. However, we found that
advertisements for financial services made extensive use of New Age images
and keywords. This was quite a surprise to us, so we were curious to
investigate how New Age images and values were incorporated into this
important sector of the mainstream.

Our main finding is that advertisements for financial services appropriate
New Age images, settings, and language to a great extent. We divide the
advertisements for financial services into two categories: the first comprises
advertisements with direct or mimetic appropriation of New Age images,
language, and, occasionally, also values; the second category includes
advertisements that use New Age elements merely as a gimmick or as a means
to attract attention. In this category, we find humor and sometimes a hint of
ridicule, but the New Age elements were not presented in an entirely invalid
manner.

An example of the first category is an advertisement of the Harel insurance
company (homepage, 2007) showing a man lying in the grass with his eyes
closed. The advertisement conveys the message of ‘peace of mind’, substituting
the financial security implied by this expression with a spiritual message
borrowed from New Age discourse. The combination of elements in the
advertisement represents a clear, direct appropriation of New Age culture.

The second category consisted of advertisements that used New Age
elements as a means to attract attention. Examples included several newspaper
advertisements of major Israeli banks, featuring East Asian religious and
spiritual symbols rather than geographic, touristic or technological images. The
advertisements contained pictures of temples, images of the Buddha, the
profile of an Asian man meditating, and so on (Dikla, newspapers, 2005–2006).

In some cases, advertisements do not clearly fall into one category of
appropriation. An example is an advertisement for financial services from the
Israel Securities Authority (TV, 2007). The advertisement showed ten
people––five men and five women. The coordinator of the group is a slightly
older female. The participants are sitting in a room, their chairs forming a
circle, and the environment is semi-formal. The situation resembles the setting
of a support group. The participants take turns talking, with the other group
members responding:
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Anonymous man: God, give me the power to distinguish between stocks and
debentures… I’m going out of my mind!

Group members nod their heads in empathy.

Kobi: Hello. My name is Kobi. I think that investing in the stock market is
not for me.

Female mentor: We love you, Kobi.

Group members clap and repeat the mentor’s words.

Kobi smiles.

Nurit (excited, crying): I always wanted to, but I did not dare!

Female mentor: We love you, Nurit.

Everybody claps.

Nurit wipes her nose.

Masculine narrator: Are you afraid of investing in the stock market? Before
you decide, consult, read, understand. Visit the web site…

This advertisement acknowledges that people have difficulty understanding
financial terms and making financial decisions. It recommends a government
organization that assists consumers by providing information and advice.
Indeed, there is exaggeration in the presentation of the participants’ anxieties,
but the advertisement offers a government service that promises to alleviate
those feelings through the provision of professional information. Thus, it
hesitantly appropriates the idea that it is legitimate to have and to express
emotions of uncertainty and fear, which corresponds to New Age values
(Heelas, “Expressive”).

To summarize, unlike advertisements for milk products and soft drinks,
where meaning is created by direct or mimetic appropriation of cultural
elements from the New Age, advertisements for financial services appropriate
New Age images and language chiefly to evoke interest, surprise, and humor,
in order to attract the consumer’s attention (Nir and Rahav). Nevertheless, we
assert that the choice of appropriating New Age elements indicates an open,
presumably positive attitude toward the New Age culture among this specific
target audience––the upper middle class.

Advertisements of Goods that make Occasional Use of New Age Elements

Advertisements for Higher Education

Like firms offering financial services, institutions of higher education can be
considered paragons of the mainstream. We found that, in spite of their
conservative, professional, and rational image, they, too, borrow elements from
the New Age in their advertisements. In general, advertisements for
institutions and programs with full academic recognition contain fewer New
Age elements than advertisements for colleges or semi-academic programs.
This tendency may be related to the fact that individuals and institutions
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associated with academia in Israel tend to be more conservative and, therefore,
more reluctant to be identified with the New Age.

Like advertisements for soft drinks and milk products, advertisements for
colleges directly appropriate common New Age values, such as ‘nature’, and
employ New Age actors such as exotic ‘others’. For example, advertisements
for the Kinneret College (Internet banners and homepage, 2005–2006)
promoted the values of community life and living close to ‘nature’. The college
was presented as an alternative to a large, urban university campus. The text
said: “Concentrate. Here it is easy. The silence for studying.” Advertisements
for the Sapir College (Internet banners, 2004) presented the exotic ‘other’ in
the form of an Asian-looking monk in a meditation posture. The text said:
“We concentrate on what matters most.” The text has multiple
meanings––concentration in meditation, concentration on studies, and
concentration on the important criteria in choosing a college.

Several advertisements for colleges even made use of symbols and texts that
suggested New Age esoteric practices. In a campaign for a diploma course
(Internet banners, 2006), the Open University used a simulation of laying Tarot-
like cards. Advertisements for the Sami Shimon College promoted the college as
an institute whose alumni are abducted to the job market, alluding to the belief
in abductions by aliens found in alternative spiritualities (Internet banners,
2006). Finally, a Madison College advertisement for copy-writing (Internet
banners, 2007) presented a teaspoon that moved across the screen, with the
following text: “Want to move the products with the power of thought?”

These references to esotericism might reflect on the target audience for these
higher education programs: young middle-class Israelis, who are especially
inclined toward esoteric beliefs (Canetti–Nisim) and who have been exposed to
New Age culture more than the general public.

Advertisements for Communication Services

Advertisements for communication services frequently use esoteric New Age
images, language, and practices. Again, like the target audience of institutions
of higher education, their target audience is sophisticated, young, middle-class
people, who have been exposed to the New Age and might be interested in
spiritual as well as technological innovations. In an advertisement for Bezeq
telephone services (newspapers, 2003), the slogan “empower yourself” was
used to promote the company’s switchboard. A character in another campaign
for this company was a parrot assuming the role of a master (dressed in
typical Asian guru garb) which discovered ‘the secrets of the Internet’ (2007–
2008). Similarly, an advertising campaign for Cellcom, a cellular telephone
company (2006), portrayed a woman reading cards, an esoteric practice
identified with New Age culture. Another Bezeq advertisement (newspapers,
2009) offered a deal for communication services with a séance board in the
background and the following pitch: “With such a deal, it is worth
communicating.” Here, the word ‘communicating’ (in Hebrew) has a double
meaning: telephoning and channeling.
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Advertisements for Cars

Several advertisements for cars have directly appropriated concepts from New
Age discourse, such as leadership and work/life balance, as well as images
and values. For example, Subaru’s advertising campaign used a well-known
New Age book by Robin Sharma, The Monk Who Sold His Ferrari. In 2003, the
company issued a brochure based on this book. The front page showed a
Tibetan monk and the text “I sold my Lamborghini, too”. The following pages
contained photos of new cars and a sentence describing a leadership principle
in the fashion of Sharma’s book. The quotations suggested the vehicles’
attributes, using wordings that have double meanings. Another example is the
Champion Motors advertisement for an executive car in a business magazine
(2009). The advertisement contained the slogan “Skoda Superb––the Yin and
Yang of the world of transportation” and included interviews with three senior
Israeli executives who responded to the question “Work/life balance––what
does it mean to you?”. The executives talked about topics such as the need to
enjoy their work, well-being, and meditation. The advertisement also included
a short questionnaire about work/life balance and suggested that buyers
would receive a copy of Robin Sharma’s book as a gift.

Another example of direct appropriation of New Age values can be found in
the Peugeot advertisement of 2005, which showed a car with a sticker
(graphically designed in the style of New Age Israeli stickers) that said “Dreams
come true”. The use of this New Age-style slogan delivers the main message of
the campaign, which is that the relatively low price of the new vehicle allows the
purchaser to fulfill his/her dream of buying the car. This campaign incorporated
additional New Age elements such as guided imagery and Indian music.

To summarize, advertisements for cars make occasional use of assorted New
Age elements. Along with New Age ideas and beliefs (e.g. Yin-Yang, miracles),
the campaigns tend to stress New Age life-style values (e.g. leadership,
balancing work and family). These values, presented in a New Age style, are
probably intended to attract upper middle-class Israelis, the target audience for
this category of goods.

Discussion and Conclusions

Several key sectors of the Israeli mainstream were found to be borrowing from
the New Age, including the relatively conservative sectors. The only difference
between the sectors was found in the intensity and manner of appropriation
and the kind of elements being appropriated. This, in itself, was an interesting
finding, as it showed how deeply ingrained New Age now is in the public life
of the mainstream, far from the days when the New Age was a counterculture.

We found that the appropriation of New Age elements in advertisements
occurred in two ways. One was by direct appropriation, by borrowing or
imitating a New Age value, image or term, in order to enhance the advertised
service or product. The second was merely aimed at attracting attention, with
no real identification with New Age values. Yet it is important to note the
absence of a counter position of the New Age or of it being used as a negative
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signifier. In other words, even when the New Age was ridiculed, it was never
explicitly negated.

Our data show that the products intended for a wider audience (soft drinks
and milk products) tend to present New Age elements using direct
appropriation. A mimetic appropriation of the New Age also serves relatively
conservative sectors and brands, most likely in order to refresh their market
image and to get attention.

Among the main New Age elements that appear in advertisements, we find
nature, health, emotional expression, peace of mind, Far Eastern wisdom,
balance, femininity, and transformation. New Age elements that rarely appear
are the more esoteric ones, such as channeling, UFOs, and paganism. Some
elements, which are particularly identified with the New Age, were never
used, such as angels, Reiki, and the Atlantis myth.

The elements that feature in advertisements reflect the more humanistic/
expressivistic range within the broad spectrum of New Age modes (Heelas,
New Age, “Expressive”). (The exceptional cases, which use esoteric New Age
elements, do so merely to attract attention and this mainly applies to
advertisements intended for a younger audience).

In conclusion, this study reviewed the differentiation of the degree of receptiveness
that is typical of different mainstream sectors toward an array of New Age elements.
The prevalence of New Age elements in mainstream advertising suggests that
the target audiences have changed and that the general public has become more
willing to purchase products with New Age associations. The consumers
actually feel ‘at home’ with the New Age style which is in fact incorporated in
their “culturally constituted world” (McCracken). However, the differences
between sectors (e.g. in level of education) are reflected in the ‘cultural
constituted world’ of consumers in the different sectors that we studied and
hence in the way New Age elements have been appropriated in advertisements.

The findings reflect the growing popularity of New Age images and values
within the vast and profound transformative processes that are taking place in
Western societies, at the heart of the mainstream. The shift in values as
indicated in Israeli society is in accord with various studies that strive to
describe the transformative processes in Western societies, which go under
generalized headings such as “the silent revolution” (Inglehart), “the spiritual
revolution” (Heelas, Spiritualities), “the Easternization of the West”, etc. (e.g.
Partridge). Current Western societies tend to adopt the ‘softer’ and ‘lighter’
spiritual values, stressing intimate issues, emotions, relationships, the body,
daily pleasures, and an interest in mysticism.

The findings that pertain to the most conservative sectors of the mainstream,
and the way they cope with the cultural transformative processes in Western
societies, are of special interest. These sectors seek ways to join the new trends.
They wish to refresh their image in view of the new developments and
thereby to join the emergent paradigm. To this end, they use the image bank
(Goldman and Papson) provided by the New Age. Somewhat paradoxically,
this interest has led them to use the more exotic New Age elements. In these
cases, we found a voluntary encounter between the ultimate conservative
mainstream and what is still perceived as the cultural fringe or counterculture.
Although this intersection might include an edge that ridicules the New Age,
and a pronounced accent of its cultural marginality, it is evident that, in time,
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this, too, will contribute to the growing acceptance of the New Age as a
legitimate cultural option.
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