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There’s something about a secret that makes people want to believe.


—GRAHAM GREENE,


Our Man in Havana (film version)




Introduction
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The Secret Is Out


The Secret began as a documentary made by Australian TV producer Rhonda Byrne, which she then followed with a book of the same name. First, I’ll let the Secret out of the bag if you haven’t already heard what it is, and chances are you have: It’s the law of attraction, an idea that has been around for a long time, which posits the concept that you can reach any goal, acquire anything you want, and attain perfect health by thinking positive thoughts about whatever your heart desires. Like attracts like— by thinking negatively, you attract the negativity to you. Think positively about a desire, and you attract that. It’s actually not quite that simple, as we’ll learn. But for the moment, let’s stick with the “101” definition.


On March 2, 2007, the publisher of The Secret (Atria Books/ Beyond Words Publishing) announced that it had ordered another print run of the book—nothing new for books that sit on national bestseller lists for several weeks. What astonished the industry was the number of books being printed: 2 million. This was reported to be the largest single reprint in the history of Simon & Schuster, the book’s distributor and owner of the Atria imprint. It was certainly unheard of for Beyond Words, the small press that acquired the book. The new print run brought the official number in print in the United States to 3.75 million. In addition, the audio version of the book and the DVD version of the film also sit on top of the bestseller lists. Extending the reach of The Secret even more, publishers in twenty countries have bought rights to the book.


Google The Secret and 264 million entries come up. Among them are Web sites of hundreds of life coaches, spiritual gurus, and alternative medicine practitioners who advertise Secret seminars, sessions, and advice, often using the same typeface and logo that adorns the book and movie packaging. Bloggers dissect the messages in the film and book. Scores of supporters and detractors from all over the world post online testimonials to The Secret’s power as well as criticisms of what some say is its problematic focus on materialism. Established newspapers, magazines, and television shows ranging from The Wall Street Journal to Newsweek, Oprah, Larry King Live, Fox & Friends, and even the serious news–oriented Nightline have done pieces on the book. A search of LexisNexis, the online archive of newspaper and magazine content, shows that more than 150 articles (both pro and con) have been written about The Secret in newspapers and magazines since its publication in November 2006. Blogger Russell Portwood wrote an online exposé of The Secret as a way of marketing his own success products (www.zwebber.com/thesecret/exposed.pdf). Several book publishers are putting out their own law of attraction manuals. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. All this attention adds up to a worldwide phenomenon. So what’s all the fuss about?


That’s the question I set out to answer, and the result is this book.


When something stirs the masses, it’s not trivial—it means something. During my undergraduate days as an anthropology student in the late 1970s, and as a film studies student in graduate school in the early 1980s, studying pop culture in an academic setting was de rigueur. I learned to appreciate the comings and goings of trends without feeling above them (I’m not, and neither are you). Take a closer look at a singular event such as the ballyhoo surrounding The Secret, and you get a better understanding of the world you live in, and of yourself, for that matter. That has certainly been my experience working on this book, and I hope it is yours in reading it.


For example, I recited the mantra “The pencil skirt will zip up” twenty to thirty times before heading to my closet. Is this the real reason my ridiculously narrow Jil Sander skirt fits me or is it because I have been literally working my butt off on the elliptical machine at the Y? Regardless, I will never put that skirt on without first going through my positive thinking paces, lest my thighs bust the delicate seams.


My skirt experiment is one reason why my intention is not to debunk The Secret or put it down in any way—nor is it to sing its praises and encourage everyone to drop what they’re doing and start visualizing the riches we all doubtless deserve. There are some very smart, decent people on both sides of The Secret’s argument, and I will let several share fascinating, useful insights here. I’ve approached my inquiry in a sober-minded, respectful fashion, but let’s face it—no line of questioning that walks the fine line between reality and the paranormal can be approached without some humor.


The result of the journey I went on is my well-researched explanation for how The Secret gained such momentum, what its flaws and features are, where it comes from, and whether or not the people Byrne claims lived by “the Secret” really did. To make my argument easily digestible, The Secret of “The Secret” is organized into three sections.


Part I defines and examines the “Secret Phenomenon.” Publishing experts, culture watchers, and journalists weigh in on why the movie, the book, and the idea struck a chord with the public and how it relates to the current social and political climate. Here’s a clue: It might be Bush’s fault, but then again, it might not be.


Part II takes a stab at unearthing the historical, scientific, and theological evidence, which the author says supports and even proves that the law of attraction works. I talked to several sincere, reasonable people featured in The Secret, as well as open-minded theologians, quantum physicists, brain scientists, psychologists, and other academics who were not featured in the book or the movie but were brave enough to return my phone calls and e-mails and consent to an interview. I got the brush-off from some; others never responded to my polite requests for a little time (I took silence as a no). It’s amazing to me how many professors of popular culture, American studies, and film studies turned me down because they had never heard of The Secret. Shouldn’t even a dim awareness of what’s going on be part of their job description?


Part III checks out nine historical figures who are mentioned in The Secret as using the law of attraction—from Ludwig van Beethoven and William Shakespeare to Thomas Edison and Andrew Carnegie—even if they didn’t really know it, as Rhonda Byrne asserts. (“People who have drawn wealth into their lives used The Secret, whether consciously or unconsciously,” she writes.) I look at what is known about these individuals in terms of their philosophies, beliefs, and religious convictions in order to reveal how the law of attraction may or may not have played a role in their work and lives. It’s actually surprising—Beethoven had books on his shelves that could be defined as metaphysical. Whether or not these books had anything to do with his success is another matter. Selfconsciously short, pockmarked, and envious of the royals, Beethoven certainly was not given to pure optimism. Plus, he had talent.


My conclusion—well, you have to flip ahead to the end of the book to find out. But I’ll give you a clue (or three!) here, beautifully captured by P. T. Barnum (a figure not mentioned anywhere in The Secret), and I am not referring to his most famous line (“There’s a sucker born every minute.”):


1. “Without promotion something terrible happens— nothing!”


2. “More persons, on the whole, are humbugged by believing in nothing than by believing too much.”


3. “Those who really desire to attain an independence, have only to set their minds upon it, and adopt the proper means, as they do in regard to any other object which they wish to accomplish, and the thing is easily done.”


I’d like to think that Barnum, a showman and well-known debunker of false claims, but also a master of making money, would appreciate The Secret for two reasons: its ability to capture and seduce the public’s imagination; and its core philosophy that you can do anything if you set your mind to it, which includes making money. After all, in 1880 Barnum wrote his own self-help guide to acquiring wealth: Art of Money Getting (downloadable for free at www.deceptionary.com/ftp/PTBarnum.pd). Ironically, the formula Barnum prescribes mirrors the journey Rhonda Byrne seems to have traveled with her Secret. It’s the high road, and I’ll take you on it.






Part I


_____________
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WHY THE SECRET, AND WHY NOW?





 


The Secret’s path to bestseller lists and into consumers’ homes is  at  once  traditional  and  completely  contemporary.  Like many  bestsellers  and  top-grossing  movies,  it  is  beautifully made, attractively packaged, and marketed well. It has a great “why to buy” promise that generated huge interest and sales. What’s new is that it has used a convergence of databases, Internet marketing, lightning-speed word of mouth, and “viral” communication to spread the word. And there’s something else contributing to its success, according to experts from media, psychology, and science: The timing is right.


A perfect storm of social and economic forces, not to mention a general angst within the public, meant that by the time 2006 turned into 2007, Americans were perfectly poised to embrace The Secret. Some critics have said that’s not surprising, since American’s “pursuit of happiness” seems almost genetic. However, people in other countries must be searching for the Holy Grail of Success as well. After a few months of generally modest sales, by March/April 2007 the book could be found riding high in bestseller lists around the world, from Britain and Ireland to South Africa, Asia and Rhonda Byrne’s native Australia.


Any book that promises lifelong happiness (without really trying) cannot be considered without looking at the history of self-help tomes that came before—and there are loads of them. The thing is, if the advice in these books was all absolute bunk, why do they keep selling? I’m not so cynical that I believe it’s simply because we are gullible. There just might be something to the idea behind The Secret.





·1·


________


From Down Under to On Top: How the Secret Spread


IT’S TOO SOON to tell whether or not The Secret book will make the list of bestselling titles of all time, which is a very high bar to reach considering that those at the bottom of the list have sold nearly 30 million copies. Books at the top of the list include everything from the Bible (50 to 60 billion) and Quotations from Chairman Mao Zedong (900 million—but he had a built-in audience) to Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (107 million) and Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull (40 million). (The numbers are from Wikipedia.com and Amazon.com.) Yet The Secret is heading in the right direction, with nearly 4 million copies in print. People who do not work in the publishing industry sometimes misunderstand what big print numbers actually mean—and what an accomplishment it is to achieve sales of even 100,000, let alone a million. Most books are lucky to make sales in the five-figure range.


“Writers are up against the 200,000 books that are published each year. One year the publishers will say, ‘Too many books,’ so they cut back to 195,000 a year,” explains Constance Sayre, a principal in the publishing consultancy Market Partners International. Added to that, she says, new authors are also facing the fact that independent booksellers “are dying like flies and the chain booksellers’ sales are dropping.” The book itself is up against various forms of electronic media, which is why Sayre and others in the business say that the The Secret DVD made such a huge difference; otherwise, it is hard to get anyone to pay attention. Indeed, there would have been no book without the movie—it is a direct result of the DVD’s popularity and of its actual content (most of the book is a transcription of what the experts said).


Both DVD and book aroused a lot of debate and complaint (which is not to say that the Bible and Harry Potter haven’t—of course they have). Yet the story surrounding Byrne’s book, its marketing, and the inevitable criticism and discussion that generally follow are what cultural studies professors call part of its “production”—the more people talk about something, the longer it exists. The story of how it came into being, which by now has become a mini-legend, offers lessons in publishing, Internet marketing, convergence culture, optimism, cynicism, collective unconscious, and wishful thinking.


Inspiration and Origins 


The law of attraction is not new, and it’s been called many different things over the years: positive thinking, psychology, flow, faith, the power of intention, or the law of abundance. It even has an opposite: Murphy’s law. So was Rhonda Byrne simply rehashing an age-old idea, one that had appeared several times before in books and even movies? When New York Times reporter Allen Salkin asked Byrne about the Secret business, because it seemed like hocus-pocus, she said, “No, no, no, if you look at The Master Key System, it was very expensive knowledge to buy and was subscription only.” Byrne was referring to Charles Haanel’s twenty-four-week success program, which was originally published in 1912 and cost around $1,500—a royal sum at the time. It is widely available in inexpensive book form today, and I even found a free Internet version. Apparently, Byrne believed that although the law of attraction wasn’t new, compiling the ideas in an easy-to-digest and readily available format was ground-breaking.


According to the official Web site of The Secret, www.thesecret.tv, Byrne’s version, which was first articulated as a DVD, came about “on a spring day toward the end of 2004.” This may seem contradictory to those of us in the Western Hemisphere, where winter ends the year, but Byrne’s home base is in Australia, which is in the Eastern Hemisphere, where the seasons are reversed. On this particular day, the fifty-something mother of two was in the midst of a personal and financial crisis, which she recounted on an episode of Oprah. According to Byrne, her daughter, Hayley, gave her a copy of self-help writer Wallace D. Wattles’s The Science of Getting Rich, originally published in 1910 and still in print today.


Wattles’s book explains the secret laws of the universe—and most primarily, the law of attraction—in this way: “A thought, in this substance, produces the thing that is imagined by the thought.” Wattles repeats this idea in various ways throughout his book: “There is a thinking stuff from which all things are made, and which, in turn, in its original state, permeates, penetrates, and fills the interspaces of the universe. A thought, in this substance, produces the thing that is imagined by the thought.” But it’s not so simple: “To think according to appearance is easy,” he writes; “to think truth regardless of appearances is laborious, and requires expenditure of more power than any other workman is called upon to perform.”


More about Wattles later, but for now, it’s notable that these quotes unmistakably mirror what The Secret says, and the similarities suggest Byrne did indeed read Wattles and drew upon his ideas. However, most books about the law of attraction say generally pretty much the same thing, so there is some debate about whether it was Wattles’s book alone that inspired Byrne to create her documentary. And that’s where this part of the story becomes interesting.


Reporter Allen Salkin, who wrote about The Secret for the Times, said that Byrne was “100 percent familiar” not only with other law of attraction books but also with another thematically related film, What the Bleep Do We Know!?, a documentary about the science of the mind and the power of consciousness made in 2004 by William Arntz, Betsy Chasse, and Mark Vicente. Salkin describes The Secret as “a watered down, Kmart version of What the Bleep; you may think you are watching something similar, but What the Bleep is much more about science,” than spirituality, he says.


“The Bleep came out in Australia well before they started to make The Secret,” says Bleep filmmaker Betsy Chasse, who interviewed one of the producers of The Secret DVD and asked him whether or not What the Bleep influenced him. “He said it did and it didn’t, so obviously it had to have had an effect on the filmmakers. And there’s a crossover of people they interviewed,” she explained, including physicists Fred Alan Wolf and John Hagelin.


According to the official version of the DVD’s inception, published on The Secret’s Web site, Byrne dug a little further into the law of attraction and discovered there were people “alive today” who were aware of the information and were in fact writing books and producing tapes and DVDs about it, holding workshops, and traveling around the United States giving speeches about it—rather than hoarding it all for themselves.


Byrne saw a hole in the market, and said she wanted to pull all the bits and pieces of information together in one easily accessible place, first in a documentary—a medium she understood quite well. Part of the secret of the DVD’s success is that Byrne is a savvy television producer who knows what she’s doing. The Secret Web site includes information on her Australian film company, Prime Time Productions, and lists an impressive roster of highly rated reality and documentary-style programs, including The World’s Greatest Commercials and related specials: “Adults Only,” “Cannes,” “Funniest Commercials Ever Made,” and “SEX SELLS.” Another program, Australia Behaving Badly, “explores the differences between what Australians say they would do when their conscience is on the line, and what they actually do when faced with temptation.” OZ Encounters, a one-hour special made for Australian TV, features unexplained phenomena experienced by “everyday” Aussies that range from UFO sightings by entire towns to one-on-one alien abductions.


Since many law of attraction practitioners are in the United States, Byrne headed into the Western Hemisphere to start shooting footage with a range of self-help gurus, a physicist, and some metaphysicists. “The Secret is the first time anyone has ever put 24 teachers with their own following together in one movie,” says bestselling Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus author John Gray, who appeared in the DVD. An experienced television producer, Byrne knows what she’s doing in terms of appealing to broad public taste. “They are saying the same things in a very uplifting way, and that, along with good graphics, made an impact on people. We are a visual society and watch TV more than we read books; nothing holds our attention for very long, so she put the ideas across with that in mind,” says Gray.


Among those experts Byrne enlisted to participate in the DVD were longtime law of attraction teachers Jerry and Esther Hicks. The Hickses are two of the most widely recognized and popular law of attraction speakers today—the equivalent of rock stars in the metaphysical movement—so naturally Byrne sought them out. The couple has been on the road talking and writing about the law of attraction since the late 1980s. They say their messages come from divine guidance via a spirit named Abraham who speaks through Esther (they do not use the term “channel”). Their books The Law of Attraction, published by Hay House in September 2006, and an earlier volume, Ask and It Is Given, also published by Hay House in October 2005, were both channeled by Abraham.


The Hickses are prolific; over the last twenty years they have produced more than six hundred Abraham-inspired books, workbooks, cards, calendars, cassette tapes, CDs, and DVDs. Byrne sought out the Hickses to participate in the first version of the DVD. In a letter the Hickses sent to friends and colleagues in late 2006 (widely available online by Googling “Jerry and Esther Hicks’ letter to friends”), the couple related their dismay with how their participation in the DVD was handled. They consented to participate and signed an agreement with Prime Time Productions, Byrne’s company, that would give them a small percentage of the net profits and 10 percent of direct-video sales. Esther’s “Abraham voice” ended up being used as narration in the first version of the DVD, but neither Esther nor Jerry appeared on screen.


Raveled Threads 


The first version of the DVD was released in March 2006. Something happened between the Hickses and Byrne, and Esther demanded to be cut from the DVD, according to Allen Salkin’s Times story chronicling the rift, published on February 25, 2007. Esther was upset by the way she was used in the DVD and surprised that she was completely offscreen. Byrne recut the video, adding Esther Hicks’s onscreen interviews back in.


But according to their letter, the revised DVD was distributed differently than originally promised (on television and via video sales): Byrne had asked them to revise the contract they had signed to allow for different streams of distribution. Byrne had indeed originally planned to go the traditional television broadcast route, but several sources told me that the programming of the 2006 Winter Olympics got in the way, and she decided instead to make the DVD available online for $4.95 per download view. This turned out to be brilliant marketing.


The parties could not come to an agreement, and Byrne recut the DVD a second time, completely removing Esther’s voice and image along with any acknowledgment of her intellectual contribution. To make up for the loss of Esther Hicks, Byrne enlisted Lisa Nichols, an author featured in Chicken Soup for the African American Soul (part of the series of books made famous by Jack Canfield, who is also featured in The Secret) and Marci Shimoff, a contributor to Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul. (Byrne does thank the Hickses and the teachings of Abraham in the acknowledgment section of the book.)


None of the other participants were paid for their contribution, although they have certainly reaped benefits from being in the DVD, as I describe later on. According to the Times, the couple said they earned about $500,000 from sales of the original “Hicks version” of the DVD, but receive nothing directly from sales now that the DVD has been recut.


In their letter, the Hickses maintain that they feel very joyful when they watch the movie, and believe it represents Abraham’s law of attraction in a very simple way that allows many people to access it. The Secret does offer up the law of attraction’s most basic fundamentals, and its optimistic explanation is one aspect of the book that has received criticism by those who have long been familiar with its principles.


Kristine Pidkameny, editor in chief of the One Spirit Book Club and an expert on metaphysical literature, draws a distinction between The Secret and the Hickses’ work. “The difference is that the Hickses put out pure content—you can listen and watch one of their [video] talks many times and get different things out of it with each new viewing,” she says. “Ask and It Is Given, Amazing Power of Deliberate Intention, and The Law of Attraction are straightforward but multilayered with information. The Secret is slicker. During my first viewing, I had to stay open and just say to myself, ‘Let me not say this reminds me of other things, and evaluate it clearly.’”


More than one source has told me that the Hickses are not actually as magnanimous as their letter implies. If it is true that they are angrier than they are letting on, and it certainly seems credible, it’s hard to blame them; their dignity in being so self-restrained is admirable. Allen Salkin says they are sensitive because they may have felt used by another author, Lynn Grabhorn, who they thought borrowed too liberally from their work without giving them enough credit. Grabhorn was a former advertising professional in New York. She also founded an audiovisual educational company in Los Angeles before moving to Washington state, where she ran a mortgage brokerage. At any rate, she had attended a Hickses seminar sometime in the 1990s and was so impressed with what she heard, according to Allen Salkin, that she approached the couple afterward with an idea. She asked them, “Do you mind if I take this material and turn it into a book?”


It’s unclear how the Hickses responded to the question, but Grabhorn felt confident enough to follow through with her idea, and the result is Excuse Me Your Life Is Waiting: The Astonishing Power of Feelings, which she originally self-published in the late 1990s and then eventually sold to a small publisher, Hampton Roads, who issued its edition in 1999. Ancillary products and workshops followed, most notably her Life Course 101. “She plagiarized the Hickses, and this is why they were upset with Rhonda. They feel everyone is taking from them,” says Salkin.


Grabhorn died in May 5, 2004, so while her Life Course 101 is no longer being offered (according to her Web site) for obvious reasons, her online presence is still active, and Grabhorn’s books and products can still be purchased. Since the law of attraction isn’t new, the concept is free for anyone to use and interpret. Still, Grabhorn does give a nod to the Hickses in the introduction to the book. In the beginning of the two-page section she describes her spiritual quest to get more out of life. She describes encounters with “learned professors of physics,” and of studying “esoteric sciences.”


What she writes next is important in understanding why the Hickses, or anyone in their place, would take offense:




Naturally, with my vast knowledge on the subject, when I came across some provincial teachings from this unlettered, unscientific family of teachers, my first impulse was to pooh-pooh the information because of their enormous over-simplification of what I considered to be a rather formidable topic. So it was more than a tad begrudgingly that I agreed to investigate this taped malarkey that a well-meaning friend had ungraciously shoved in my face.





Upon investigation, she discovered that there was substance in what the Hickses were saying, and made a crucial decision: “And so, in my own prosaic words and style I’ve reissued here the profoundly simple teachings of the Hicks family in Texas.*” The asterisk refers to a footnote at the bottom of the page with a post office box address—for the Hickses, I assume; the annotation simply reads: “PO Box 690070, San Antonio, TX 78296.” The Hickses received no compensation from Grabhorn in exchange for her “reissuing.”


Excuse Me, Your Life Is Now: Mastering the Law of Attraction, which is authored by another life coach, Doreen Banaszak, carries on the work of Grabhorn. A message from Grabhorn, posted on her Web site (www.lynngrabhorn.com/messagefromlynn.htm), urges readers to continue teaching and using the law of attraction. In a letter to readers, Banaszak describes how the publishers at Hampton Roads asked her to continue Grabhorn’s work now that she’s gone (www.your-life-is-now.com/aboutlynnandi.html), and refers to being “familiar” with Abraham and the Hickses.


In spite of those who liberally “borrow” and cash in on the Hickses’ work, they continue to actively teach their courses across the country, serving and building a large fan base out of a deluxe RV. “The Hickses blow through a town once or twice a year and for many people that one day with Jerry and Esther could be their entire religious observance for a year,” says Salkin. One Spirit’s Kristine Pidkameny says her book club offers the Hickses’ material very successfully. “They are popular with our members. I have never met them personally, but I work with people who know them, and everyone is impressed by their positive focus. They do not let anyone or anything negative enter the picture. They walk the talk.”


Once they closed the door on their relationship with Byrne, the producer was free to begin marketing the current version of the DVD unencumbered by contractual worries. To my knowledge, Byrne has not commented publicly about any disagreement with the Hickses or on the issue of their participation in The Secret.


The Miracle of the Market 


The success of the DVD, and later the book, are not simply based on the quality and intriguing nature of their content. “It was a marketing coup,” says Arielle Ford, who leads The Ford Group, a public relations company that specializes in the metaphysical and inspirational categories. “There are a zillion other books and movies about the law of attraction and Rhonda came in as a TV producer and made it mysterious and positioned it as myth-busting information. It built slowly.” The products’ victories in the marketplace owe as much to the way the DVD was made available and reached its audience as to the way the book and movie packages were designed. “The way Rhonda crafted it really did make it seem like a secret,” says Allen Salkin. “She knows how to fashion a television show; there is a lot of smoke and mirrors in The Secret.”


According to book-marketing guru John Kremer, author of 1001 Ways to Market Your Book, The Secret found its audience in a way that is unconventional for most metaphysical and New Age books. “Almost every bestseller in the self-help spiritual categories, all those on the New York Times list for the last twenty years, are there because the author has gone out and tirelessly spoken. In this case, the author has not actively done that. Instead she created a viral campaign for the DVD, and built interest for the book in that way. No question it broke the rules.”


Its promotion is what will likely become a classic example of how to take a topic that was previously of interest mostly to a niche group of people and make it appealing to the general public—many of whom were previously uninterested in or unfamiliar with this type of New Age thinking or, as it is more commonly referred to nowadays, metaphysics. Metaphysics is a legitimate line of academic inquiry—the study of the nature and interconnectedness of all things—but it has been appropriated by New Age thinkers for more spiritual purposes. It’s an eclectic category that encompasses health, medicine, philosophy, psychology, multiculturalism, and a mix of religious beliefs.


Paul H. Ray and Sherry Ruth Anderson called people interested in metaphysics “cultural creatives” in their landmark 2001 book of the same name. They contend that about 26 percent of the population fit the category, which includes people who care deeply about the environment, relationships, social justice, self-actualization, creativity, and spirituality. Gaiam, a Colorado-based company, creates products and information specifically geared to cultural creatives and the mind-body-spirit market. The firm coined the acronym LOHAS for people who follow lifestyles of health and sustainability.


These people were the first and primary market for the DVD version of The Secret. Byrne had a direct line to them via the databases of the people who appeared in her DVD. “Basically, it started with the gurus marketing the movie to their own lists,” says Salkin. In newsletters and e-mail messages, DVD participants such as Jack Canfield, Ben Johnson, and John Demartini would alert their fans and followers that they were featured in the DVD. “Rhonda had twenty-four teachers, all of whom have a platform and an e-mail list, and they told their list and those people told other people,” explains Arielle Ford.


Those e-mails created instant interest—and at $4.95 per download, it was easy for these people to check out the DVD and then tell their friends about it. Which is exactly how I heard about The Secret. An otherwise secular and very pragmatic friend in Los Angeles told me I had to check out the DVD online, because “it makes you feel like you’re in control and there are possibilities.” I asked him how he had heard about it. “My therapist mentioned it, then a friend from the gym, and then someone from AA.” Call it viral marketing or word of mouth, it works. No expensive advertising necessary.


The group of filmmakers working in the same subject area also helped spread the word. Bleep producer Betsy Chasse describes the community as a brotherhood of folks who have a tradition of helping each other out because they all share the same mission—to enlighten and educate the world. “We have a pact with each other that we will always support each other because we realize we are on the same path. The Celestine Prophecy, Conversations with God, The Bleep—each has a newsletter that reaches hundreds of thousands of people, and we support each other’s work in those bulletins. So when The Secret came out, we figured it was another one of our siblings and we opened our network to them before the movie was well-known, and I think that made a huge difference. But they didn’t acknowledge that it helped them significantly. We did a huge story in our newsletters and others did too.”


Unfortunately, Chasse says, The Secret producers didn’t return the favour when other filmmakers released their own topic-related movies. They did nothing about The Peaceful Warrior (a March 2007 movie based on Dan Millman’s bestselling autobiographical novel Way of the Peaceful Warrior), and nothing when Down the Rabbit Hole (Chasse’s Bleep follow-up theatrical film)came out on DVD, according to the producer. “We were surprised by that and thought it [the producers’ disinterest] was odd,” she recalls.


Ultimately, though, the Hickses, the participants in the movie, and those who work in the same realm all benefit by the incredible exposure The Secret has given to the law of attraction and metaphysics. I went to a two-hour talk hosted by John Demartini at EastWest Yoga in New York, and when Demartini asked the audience how many came because they had seen him in The Secret, 90 percent of the people in the room raised their hands. Demartini readily admits that The Secret opened doors for him, by introducing the already very busy and successful speaker to a new audience unfamiliar with his ideas.


Betsy Chasse describes being in a bookstore in the Pacific Northwest, where she lives, when a young woman walked in who had seen The Secret. “She asked the manager for something more in-depth, and the proprietor recommended The Bleep, so that kind of thing will happen,” she says, “but The Bleep has always been a steady seller, and I also hope that people realize that it’s about more than simply getting rich.” When What the Bleep was released on DVD in 2004 it was on Amazon’s Top 10 list, says Chasse, and has maintained a position in the Top 100 since then. (On the day I checked Amazon it was 136, still very high for a small-release film that’s now more than four years old.)
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