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IN THE SUPREME COURT OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
IN THE MATTER OF:
THE CONSTITUTIONAL QUESTION ACT, R.S.B.C. 1986, c. 68
AND IN THE MATTER OF:
THE CANADIAN CHARTER OF RIGHTS AND FREEDOMS
/AND IN THE MATTER OF:

A REFERENCE BY THE LIEUTENANT GOVERNOR IN COUNCIL SET OUT IN

ORDER IN COUNCIL NO. 533 DATED OCTOBER 22, 2009 CONCERNING

THE CONSTITUTIONALITY OF S. 293 OF THE CRIMINAL CODE OF CANADA,
R.S.C. 1985, c. C-46

AFFIDAVIT #1 OF SAMUEL WAGAR

I, Samuel Wagar, Priest of the Congregationalist Wiccan Association of British
Columbia, #5 ~ 10282 132" Street, Surrey, British Columbia, V3T 3T7, MAKE OATH
AND SAY AS FOLLOWS:

1. | am licensed by the Province of British Columbia as a “religious representative”
empowered to perform marriages under the Marriage Act, R.S.B.C. 1996, c. 282. |
have been licensed through the Congregationalist Wiccan Association of British
Columbia (CWABC) since September 2004. | have performed seven legal marriages

in that time.

2. | have been a Pagan since 1982 and a Wiccan Priest since 1985. | have been active
in a range of Wiccan organizations and religious activities over those many years,
including co-founding a religious retreat (the Gathering for Life on Earth) and the
non-profit Society that runs it, the national Congregationalist Witchcraft Association
(1991), and the provincial CWABC (2004). | have taught religious education classes
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for many years, trained and initiated Priestesses and assisted others in establishing
~groups of their own.

. Wicca is a modern and feminist-influenced religion, based on occultist ideas and
founded in the mid-1940s in the United Kingdom. It is now widespread in the
English-speaking world. The core of the Wiccan religion is a small group-based
religion which defines Wicca as an initiatory mystery religion practiced by clergy.
There is also a broader “Outer Court” neo-Pagan movement that has grown up
around and been influenced by Wicca. The Wiccan religion has been modestly
successful in its growth, with Paganism growing in Canada from 2,295 members in
1981 to 5,530 members in 1991 to 21,085 in 2001. Wicca is the largest fraction of
the Pagan religious movement in the United States and in Canada as well. Virtually

~all of this growth has been due to conversion, demonstrated by the small number of
immigrant adherents (9% of the total Wiccan population), and despite a strong bias
against proselytizing. Wicca is not centered on a charismatic leader, so that its
rituals and practices and its theology are evolving from a community of believers’
experiences rather than a prophet's individual inspiration. Wicca is focused on ritual
and experiences derived from ritual, rather than theology and so attention must be

| paid to details of the content of the rituals and the religion. A Priestess, usually
assisted by a Priest, whom she chooses, leads the rituals. The Priestess, as the
embodiment of the Goddess in ritual, is explicitly primary, although the male

principle is normally included in ritual as well.

. Among the founding statements of belief of the CWABC, with which all members of
| the Association must signify their agreement, is section 4.3 of our constitution: “All
acts of love and pleasure are acts of praise of the Goddess. This specifically
includes all non-coercive sexual orientations.” As a founding member of the

Association, | signified my belief in this section, and | continue to endorse it.

. This section is taken from the “Charge of the Goddess”, a widely accepted piece of
the liturgy of virtually all Wiccan groups, but certainly those groups that came

together to form our church. As | understand this section, in the broadest sense, the
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pleasures of the body are sacred routes to the experience of the divine expressed in
and through the world.

6. In specific terms, all forms of sexuality between consenting adults, however they are
expressed, are sacred. This is true as well because sexual pleasure and ecstasy is a
route toward mystical engagement and direct experience of our one-ness with the
Goddess and Her Consort: Samuel Wagar, “The Wiccan ‘Great Rite’ — Hieros
Gamos in the Modern West” (2009) 21:2 The Journal of Religion and Popular
Culture. A copy of this article is attached as Exhibit “A” to this affidavit.

7. Also among the founding statements of belief of the CWABC is section 4.4: “An ye
harm none, do what ye will.” This is also a traditional part of Wiccan belief and taken

from the earliest versions of our ritual.

8. Taken together, | believe that all forms of consensual sexual and emotional ties that
adults freely enter into are sacred, or at a minimum, are potentially routes to an
encounter with the sacred. My personal sexual identity and relationship preferences
are irrelevant and the only questions that | as a Priest, or our church as a religious

“body, can ask of individuals involved in relationships which they wish us to bless is
whether there is full consent from everyone involved and whether they are capable

of giving consent under the law (for instance, by being adult, sober and sane).

9. This specifically includes relationships that involve more than two adults. The
Wiccan community, and the broader Pagan communities which it is a part of,
-contains a higher proportion of persons with minority sexual tastes than the
population at large: Helen A. Berger, Evan A. Leach, and Leigh S. Shaffer, Voices
from the Pagan Census: A National Survey of Witches and Neo-Pagans in the
United States (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2003), 92-93
(“Berger”). An extract from the Berger text is attached as Exhibit “B” to this
_affidavit.

10.Because the law prevents me, as a licensed “religious representative”, from

performing a marriage that involves more than two adults, | am unable to act freely
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in accordance with my religious beliefs when members or friends of the CWABC

involved in polygamous or polyamorous relationships approach me for the service.

11.1 believe that this law and the related law in section 293 directly infringe on the
freedom of members of my church and the broader Wiccan religion to practice our
religion, by prohibiting the blessing of our relationships, should those relationships
involve more than two adults.

SWORN BEFORE ME at Vancouver,
British Columbia, this 3" day of June,
2010.
(-——_—— -
Z/\.D\/
A Commissioner for taking Affidavits
for British Columbia.

/Zuﬂﬁ

Samuel Waga

N N e st s st “vsges”

TIMOTHY A. DICKSON
Barrister & Solicitor
FARRIS. VAUGHAN, WILLS & MURPHY LLP
2500-700 West Georgia Street
P.O. Box 10026, Pacific Centre
Vancouver, BC V7Y B3
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The Wiccan “Great Rite”—Hieros Gamos in the Modern West'
' Thisis Exhibit® £ “referred toin

Samuel Wagar the affidavit of
#5, 10282 132nd Street sworn bjfore me at the City of S

Surrey BC V3T 3T7 this s‘ day gghgz 2012
Abstract I~ :
A Commissloner for Ws

in and for the Province of British Columbla

This paper deals with the core of the Wiccan religion—the small group based practices which
define Wicca as an initiatory Mystery religion practiced by clergy. At the centre of Wiccan ritual and
theology is an ancient idea—the hieros gamos/sacred marriage. The hieros gamos ritual, called by
Wiccans The Great Rite, is a ritual of sexual magic involving intercourse between the Goddess of
fertility, embodied by Her Priestess, and Her Consort, present in the Priest. It is an egalitarian erotic
mystical path open to both genders and all sexual interests, most often expressed as heterosexual,
valuing sexuality and the female body and challenging the sexual power dynamics in Western culture.

The paper begins by outlining the theology and history of the Great Rite, Wiccan ritual in
general and the Rite, then excerpts from primary documents of Priestesses and Priests reporting on their
experiences of the Rite, before concluding. The sacred marriage in Wicca confirms and seals the highest
level of religious initiation, third degree, and has the mystical meaning of a loving union with Godhead.
Wiccan Initiates are taught the skills needed to enter into and leave mystical states of consciousness. The
connection between the Wiccan religion, a feminist-influenced religion, and the practice of sexual ritual
is not unexpected. What can hieros gamos be in the modern age? Why is it a central symbol and frequent
practice in a modern religion? What does the practice bring to its participants?

[1} Wicca is a modern religion, based on occultist ideas, founded in the mid-1940s in the United
Kingdom but now widespread in the English-speaking world. This paper deals principally with the core
of the Wiccan religion—the small group based religion which defines Wicca as an initiaiory mystery
religion practiced by clergy—rather than the broader “Outer Court” neo-Pagan movement that has grown
up around it, influenced by it but also somewhat independently of it. The origin myth of Wicca as being
substantially a survival of pre-Christian ideas of the indigenous northern European or Celtic religions
has been thoroughly discredited by modern historical scholarship, although a minority of fundamentalist
Wiccans still hold to the myth instead of the history.2 |

[2] Although Wicca draws from older materials, most of these go back no further than the late Victorian
United Kingdom and it has, particularly the “Outer Court,” since incorporated popular religious and New

Age ideas like astrology, folk magic techniques, and a range of alternative healing arts as well as strong
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influences from feminism and popular culture—in particular science fiction fandom and the Society for
Creative Anachronism. The neo-Pagans emphasize individualism and nature-centredness even more
strongly, often use the same symbols and celebrate on thé same occasions, but there are some substantial
differences—a greater influence from the New Age movement, for example, and a greater emphasis on
beliefs over experiences.
[3] At the centre of Wicca, however, is a truly ancient idea—the hieros gamos/sacred marriage. The
hieros gamos ritual, called by Wiccans The Great Rite, is a ritual of sexual magic involving intercourse
between the Goddess of fertility, ruler or embodiment of the land, as embodied by Her Priestess, and Her
Consort, represented in the king or Priest, said to have been practiced from ancient times into the
classical Greek period.
[4] This paper will begin by outlining the theology and history of the Great Rite then outline Wiccan
ritual forms and the specific ritual of the Rite and move on to excerpts from primary documents of
Priestesses and Priests reporting on their experiences of the Rite, before concluding.

The Great Rite
[4] Through sexual intercourse with the Goddess, the king’s right to rule is made legitimate in the
classical Greek literature. In Homer’s The Iliad, for example, the kidnap and marriage of Helen by Paris
was not just an affront to Agamemnon as a husband, but undercut his legitimacy as a ruler. The attempts
of Penelope’s suitors in The Odyssey to woo her were also connected to Ulysses’ rulership of Ithaca.’
According to Mircea Eliade’s Myth of the Eternal Return, on the day-to-day level marriage rituals
frequently still recapitulate hierogamy, especially the union of heaven and earth,” and “the cosmic myth
serves as the exemplary model not only in the case of marriage but also in the case of any other
ceremony whose end is the restoration of integral wholeness ... the cosmogony first of all represents

. 5
Creation.”
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[S] The hieros gamos continues in the Jewish and Christian mystical traditions of the marriage to God,
with the soul as the bride and God as the groom, although without physically being acted out. The route
by which the hieros gamos came into the English occult milieu and ultimately into Wicca began with Sir
William Hamilton and Richard Payne Knight’s writing on phallus worship in the 1770s and Payne’s
research into the Orphic Mysteries which gave rise to a significant strain of esoteric phallicism.6 Another
route was through the German Ordo Templi Orientis’s (OTO) influence from Indian Tantra and from the
American sex magician Paschal Beverly Randolph, which came to England through the prominent
occultist Aliester Crowley with his 1912 Initiation into the OTO.” The influence of the OTO into the
foundation rituals of the Wiccan religion was profound.

[6] The sacred marriage affirms the right of the king to rule and in Wicca confirms and seals the highest
level of religious initiation, third degree, and has the mystical meaning of a loving union with Godhead.
Wiccan Initiates are taught the skills needed fruitfully to enter into and leave mystical states of
consciousness. The revivéd interest in mystery traditions and Paganism in the late Victorian period fed
directly into the milieu of the birth of Wicca. This movement had a more-or-less neo-Platonist belief in
an occluded spiritual realm and a broad animism in which all is interrelated and part of a universal or
cosmic soui. This, together with a “belief in the essential unity of matter and spirit and, similarly, a
correspondence between things earthly and spiritual,”8 makes “the mystical” mean “occultism”. So,
reclaiming the mystical might properly be said to include reclaiming the occult.

[7] The mystical experience can be and is, interpreted in many contradictory ways—facets of the
experience include both remaining separate but joined, dissolving, both ultimate powerlessness and
connection to great power, and being awash in the experience. Some aspects are socially and personally
positive and some are corrosive and antinomian. In the Great Rite, the antinomian challenge is to norms

of heterosexual monogamy, in particular. The mystical experience dissolves away the boundaries of the
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individual and permits them to honour themselves as a part of the All. The individual can become aware
of themselves as a unique expression of the divine purpose or an integral portion of the universe. By
dissolving the ego boundaries an intensity of feeling, a depth of connection, and a kind of meaning is
derived. It is terrifying as it begins but it resolves into an immensely reassuring fact as the fear of death
and the sense of loneliness dissolves. The existential fact of separateness is momentarily set aside in a
fundamental joining.

[8] William James, in Varieties of Religious Experience, sets reasonable limits to the authority of the
mystical state and provides a thorough discussion of the range of explanations applied post facto to the
experience. He also differentiates the mystical experience from the psychotic break or fugue state, both
of which it resembles highly, not by the details of the experience but by how the person is changed by it:
“Religious mysticism is only one half of mysticism, the other half has no accumulated traditions except
those which the textbooks on insanity supply.” ® The mystical initiatory experience opens one up in
ways different than a mental break but must be tested by the same empirical methods that would be used
to evaluate any other experience, and “non-mystics are under no obligation to acknowledge in mystical
states a superior authority conferred on them by their intrinsic nature.”'°

[9] There is, after all, no “pure” experience, only experiences in one context or another, interpretéd by
the person experiencing them in the light of previous experiences and the expectation of future ones.
They are subject both to the past and future and act as inspiration and fuel to further experiment, analysis
and creation. By embracing this intertextual quality of mystical experience, its shaping and reference
(and self-reference) we can appreciate the mystical not as meaning itself but as provoking meaning-
making activity, shaking up and reshaping the configurations of the psyche, although not in a

predetermined direction. The mystical is greater than any of the explanations of it.
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[10] Abraham Maslow provides a cross-cultural and materialist description of the typical features of the
mystical state in Religions, Values and Peak Experiences.'’ He affirms the mystical experience as
common and deeply meaningful, although inexplicable. He argues that “man has a higher and
transcendent nature, and this is part of his essence, i.e. his biological nature as a member of a species

which has evolved.”"?

The experience does not necessarily point toward a Goddess or God but may be
purely biological.

[11] Another perspective on the mystical experience is Dipesh Chakrabarty, who, in Provincializing
Europe, points out that “gods are as real as ideology is—that is to say, they are embedded in practices.
More often than not, their presence is collectively invoked by rituals rather than by conscious belief.”"
Chakrabarty’s inclusion of religion and religious experience in history and his post-colonial challenge to
enlightenrﬁent materialism is bracing. Catherine Bell provides a provocative discussion of a number of
theories of ritual in Ritual Théory, Ritual Practice in the process of developing her own theory of ritual
as social production and practice, and Pierre Bourdieu, in Qutline of a Theory of Practice has a brilliant
development of theories of cultural capital and practice (in the Marxist senses, particularly of the Marx
of “Theses on Feuerbach”), which both Bell and Bradford Verter draw upon. These scholars are highly
useful analytical starting places for this paper’s discussion. i

[12] All of these theoreticians emphasize practice, experience and the pragmatic consequentialist
evaluation of experience over the theoretical and ideological. Beliefs are not primary to them because
specific beliefs do not predict specific behaviours and vice versa. The fact of belief in general terms is
important but practice leads to practical consequences which then spur on belief. This practice-based
approach opens up the possibility for a rational exploration of the mystical, an approach to trance and to

factors that lead toward the mystical experience and a rational and conscious shaping of the experience

and its energy into making meaning useful to the mystic and her or his religious community.
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[13] Alex Owen, in The Place of Enchantment, demonstrates exactly this approach to rational mysticism
in the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, an occultist group that was a direct ancestor to the Wiccan
religion. She states that “individuals underwent training in the apprehension and negotiation of occult
phenomena, and subjective claims were tested and measured against clearly established criteria.”"” These
magicians sought a spirituality that was not revealed, but self-consciously created as a joint project
through ritual and symbolism utilized as tools for inner exploration. Catherine Bell emphasizes, after
Jonathan Z. Smith, that ritual is work, a kind of labour, a social product and a way of making, not
something given from the Gods but created by human beings together.

[14] If mythology emerges to explain ritual and theology arises in order to explain mythology, then,
where possible, a study of religion must go back to ritual.'® The intellect makes sense of an experience
or work of art, but it does not make meaning. As religion is primarily in the business of making
meaning, rather than making knowledge or sense, the structuring done on the level of ritual performance
is the primary experience, and the codification of it is secondary. This is particularly true, as Bell claims,
because “religious beliefs are relatively unstable and unsystematic for most people.”17 This points to a
key difficulty in historical recovery of religious experience. There is a need to go beyond the texts to
recover the experiences imbedded in practices, and in order to derive the likely beliefs of practitioners.
Practices and rituals, particularly of popular religion, are less well documented than the elite theological
exegeses. Therefore, the analysis in this paper will be strongly based on ritual scripts and, where
possible, first-hand reports of the experience of ritual performance.

[15] The questions that legitimately can be asked of hieros gamos include: What can it be in the modern
age? Why has it emerged as a central symbol and frequent real practice in a modern religion? What does
it say about modernity, anti-modernity and what does the practice bring to its participants? What does it

say about and how does it inform thinking about sexuality, revelation, the mind-body problem, the
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sacred and mundane, and the psychology of ritual? How does it relate to conventional morality? What
types of power relationships and resistances are expressed through it?

[16] Another question that needs to be asked of the hieros gamos in particular concerns the ambiguous
relationship between its valuing of sexuality and the female body and the sexual power dynamics in
western culture. A relationship seems to exist between the suppression of free sexuality and of women,
and the suppression of hieros gamos, which occurred at roughly the same time in Eufope as the
patriarchal era began. The connection between the Wiccan religion, a feminist-influenced religion, and
the practice of sexual ritual then is not unexpected. However, envisioning a free sexuality, and even
more one that is connected to spirit rather than separate, requires more than simply ethical
archaeology—the experience of sex has been so shaped by the inequalities between women and men, the
anti-body attitudes from the Olympian Greeks onward in Western cultures, the Jewish and Christian
dethroning of the Goddess,'® and institutional homophobia and compulsory monogamy that its
reclamation is not simple.

[17] Wicca is a new religion, growing rapidly but not centred on a charismatic leader, so that its rituals
and practices and its theology are evolving from a community of believers’ experiences rather than a
prophet’s individual inspiration. Because Wicca emphasizes prophetic trance experiences, it could be
said to be a religion of prophets rather than being inspired by only one. Its links to the feminist
spirituality movement, its role as a critical voice in debates around sexuality and the equality of women
and men, and its creative syntheses of traditions, all give it an importance greater than its current
numbers. Whether Wicca will serve the same functions as Theosophy did in the 1890-1920 period, as a
creative leavening of the spiritual landscape prior to collapse and decline, remains to be seen.

[18] The Great Rite, hieros gamos, is at the centre of Wiccan ritual and theology. It is an egalitarian

erotic mystical path open to both genders and a variety of sexual interests, although most often expressed
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as heterosexual. Unlike the patriarchal sacred marriage in which God is the bridegroom and the soul is
the bride, the Great Rite has a meeting of equal powers through two equal bodies, with both parties
possessed by the divine, and with a physical acting out rather than purely an internal or symbolic
expression. Unlike those traditions in which the divine is seen as masculine only, so that the deepest
erotic mystical joining is only possible for homosexual men and, in those tréditions that allow women
mystics, heterosexual women, Wicca worships a variety of deities with both sexes and all sexual
preferences and ge:nders.19 .

[18] The study of religion can centre on a view of religions as ordering systems of law and morality, as
communities of worship, as central cultural and political forces legitimating the power of the king or the
state, aé artistic creations, or as many other things. There are legitimate reasons to argue against the
dominance of a mystic focus in the study of religion and to question the motivation of the great emphasis
on the mystical in recent history of religions.20 The mystical paths are seen to be antinomian, attacking
structures and laws, overturning morality, and as intensely personal and individualistic. These facets of
the mystical experience are directly contrary to the experience of religion as community, even of
minority religions as alternative systems of meaning and alternative communities of belief.

[19] However, this critical view of the mystical accepts the individualistic fallacy—if the individual is
not created ex nihilo but emerges in a social context, individualistic experiences must always be
interpreted through a social lens, both in support of and in harmony with the norms or in reaction against
them. There is no pure experience, but always an experience which is being reflected upon as it occurs in
an intertextual dance with not just other experiences but also other descriptions of them, no pure
individual subject but always a social creature, and no experience free of power, resistance, creation and

so on. The individual’s mystical experience, therefore, embodies some social and spiritual capital,21 and

it is an action in society, not just in the psyche of the person experiencing it, through their actions.
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[20] In the case of Wicca, mystical actions are explicitly framed as social, and the consequences of them
are seen as shaping the whole of the religion and its effects on its adherents and the larger world, even by
those Wiccans who do not experience them or who are deemed unqualified to interpret them. The deep
experience of the mystical shapes the habitus of the Wiccan practitioner, at least of the religious
specialists, and the production of spiritual capital by all participants in Wicca reinforces the forms that
are effective in its production.22

[21] Although different forms of mysticism exist, the Romantic bent of the Western intellectual has led
to the interpretation of the “real” mysticisms as those individualistic and antinomian aspects.23 This is
unconsciously culturally bound—in some other cultures there is group and community ecstatic and
public mystical experience—in Voodoo and the other Afro-diasporic religions of South and Central
America for important examples.24 By looking at the specific form of mysticism expressed through the
Great Rite, we can move away from this formulation and see how this ritual and its theology of sexuality

can be a viable centre to a modern religion.

[22] First of all, it involves two equal participants, who are defined as Priestess and Priest of the religion.

It has a particular form and the set and expectations are defined in the religion—the transubstantiation of
the bodies of “proper persons, properly prepared”25 into the bodies of the Goddess and Her Consort (in
the most usual, heterosexual form, whose language this paper will adopt for simplicity’s sake—although
same sex Great Rite can occur and one of the primary documents drawn upon here is from a lesbian
Great Rite).

[23] The Priestess and Priest engage in the ritual not for the sake of their own pleasure or to achieve a
purely personal enlightenment but to find and bring power and wisdom back into their community. They
see the Great Rite as a source of fuel for all the work that they do as clergy, both personally affirming

and grounding them and also providing the theological and symbolic foundation to other Wiccan rituals
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and practices. The experience of the ritual is a powerful affirmation of the panentheism of the Craft and
gives personal experience and conviction of the divine nature of each individual.

[24] The Great Rite is linked to other sexual ritual and other sexual activity in Wicca. The use of sexual
energy to perform magic—to charge talismans, energize spells, and bless marriages—is common in
Wicca. The ordinary associations of sex as a source of pleasure, expression of friendship and love and an
essential component of relationships of romantic love, is kept in Wicca, although the range of acceptable
sexual partners and acts is broadened substantially from that accepted in other religions. These learned
associations of sex with love, with relationship, with pleasure, with play, and with shame, guilt and sin,
will form a part of the context of the experience for the actors in the Great Rite, even if unstated or
denied, although the purpose of the ritual is not directly related to these things.

[25] Wicca emerged as a pro-sex religion at the same time as the first woman-controlled generally
available birth control method, the Pill, which was distributed by the National Health Plan in the United
Kingdom at a nominal fee beginning in December 1961, just as the founder Gerald Gardner’s books
were being published (1954, 1959).26 The separation of sex from reproduction has theological as well as
practical real world implicatioﬁs that the mainstream religions still are unable to cope with. Family
models need no longer be based on reproduction only, or on sex, and non-reproductive sex, such as gay
and lesbian sexuality, can be seen as a basis for lasting families only when reproduction is by choice. It
is also a basic faqt of feminist theory that women cannot be free and equal until they can control their
own reproduction, so the birth control pill was essential to the lasting éecond wave of feminism
emerging in the 1960s. The strong linkage between Wicca and feminism will be demonstrated, and the
centrality of the Great Rite and sexual ritual is an integral part of that connection.

[26] Looking at the religions which celebrated the Aieros gamos in the past points to the ritual being

linked to strong Goddesses such as Inanna in Sumer, Persephone and Demeter in Greece, and to the
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power of women.”’ The suppression of the ritual coincided with the suppression of women’s sexuality
and the worsening of an unequal situation for women. The attack on sexual ritual by the patriarchs is
replicated in the anti-pornography and anti-sexuality faction in the women’s movement, which attacks
heterosexuality as inherently oppressive to women, and which values enforced monogamy just as
strongly as the patriarchs. The alliance between radical feminists such as Andrea Dworkin and Katherine
McKinnon and the religious Christian right against pornography was shocking only to those who do not
know the moral purity origins of much feminism. Dworkin would have fit in well with the radical
feminist moralizers of the late Victorian period, and their essentialism, which granted men sexual agency
only to make them bestial and oppressive, and denied women any desire. However, history seems to not
be treating the moralizers well.

[27] The Great Rite and hieros gamos have been explicitly celebrated in Wicca since the foundation of
the religion, and not simply in the most conservative sections of the movement. Deena Metzger’s 1985
essay “Revamping the World: On the Return of the Holy Prostitute,”® for example, celebrates a
rededication to “sexuality and erotic love as spiritual disciplines” and to “re-establish the consciousness
of the Sacred Prostitute” as feminist and political activism.”

[28] The standard form of Wiccan ritual began with the composition of the first rituals by Gerald
Gardner and associates in 1948.>° These rituals circulated in manuscript form and were modified by
successive associates of Gardner, notably Doreen Valiente, prior to being described and published in part
in Gardner’s Witchcraft Today and The Meaning of Witchcraft. The history of the successive versions of
these rituals has been established by Aidan Kelly in Crafting the Art of Magic Book 1: A History of
Modern Witchcraft, 1939-1964. The streams of British occultist and counter-cultural thought that

influenced Gardner and associates have been examined in detail by Ronald Hutton in The Triumph of the
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Moon: a History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft. 3! This study will rely substantially on the chronology
established by these two scholars.

[29] However interesting Wicca as a new religion and its reclaiming of hieros gamos might be, new
religions are founded every day. The Wiccan religion has been modestly successful in its growth, with
Paganism growing in Canada from 2295 in 1981 to 5530 in 1991 to 21,085 in 2001.** Wicca is the
largest fraction of the Pagaﬁ religious movement in the United States and in Canada as well.* Virtually
all of this growth has been due to conversion, demonstrated by the small number of immigrant adherents
(8% of the total), in contrast to the other rapidly growing religions like Islam, Hinduism, and Sikhism,
religions of immigrants, and despite a strong bias against proselytizing. Wicca has also been highly
influential in raising issues that went on to be addressed in other religious fora. Aside from the intrinsic
interest of the new and creative religious expression, therefore, Wicca’s growth and influence points to
unresolved tensions ih the areas which it is addressing and cultural capital which it is producing.

[30] Wicca is focused on ritual and experiences derived from it rather than theology and so attention
must be paid to details of the content of the rituals and the religion. A brief outline of the original forms
of their ritual will follow, and then an outline of the ritual of the Great Rite. Some of the changes to the
ritual and Wiccan practices will be outlined as well—although the form and much of the wording of the
foundation rituals remains, there have been changes in them since they were written in the 1940s.

[31] A Priestess, usually assisted by a Priest whom she chooses, leads the rituals. The Priestess, as the
embodiment of the Goddess in ritual, is explicitly primary, although the male principle is normally
included in ritual as well. Rituals are performed in the nude and include a small group of celebrants of
both sexes, known as a coven. There are explicitly sexual aspects to the foundation rituals, and the Great

Rite, which is not performed at each coven meeting, is a hieros gamos, sacred marriage rite. These
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aspects are transgressive of gender norms today and were more so in the immediate post-World War
Two period that the first authenticated Wiccan ritual manuscripts date from.>*

[32] A careful read through the earliest version of the Wiccan Drawing Down The Moon ritual from
1949 established by Aidan Kelly, reveals its textual influences and origins. It also establishes the ritual
space as a heterotopia, conforming very well to Foucault’s discussion of the term as a space set aside for
the intensification of cultural differences, conflicts or social options. Heterotopian sanctuaries allow the
focused development and working out of social facts and may or may not later be reintegrated into
society as a whole as catalysts for social change. 3 Because heterotopias are set aside they do not
necessarily affect the larger society. The Wiccan ritual has the heterotopian features of a formal opening
and closing of the boundaries of the ritual space, which is typically only open to initiated members of a
small worship group (in Wicca, a coven), the suspension of ordinary time and the aspect of critical
reflection outside of time, space and culture. The transgressive element is marked first by the
requirement for ritual nudity of all participants, save for jewellery and marks of rank in the religion.

[33] Numerous details of the ritual are Masonic or derive from classic works of the Western Ceremonial
Magic traditions, although they are creatively adapted to suit the circumstances of the Wiccan religion.
The set-up of the ritual circle is adapted slightly from the medieval grimoire The Key of Solomon the
King”, a popular text among occultists in England. A circle is marked out, nine feet (2.7 metres) in
diameter with two outer circles around it separated from the first by six inches (15 cm) and one foot (30
cm). Names of deitiés are written in the two rings surrounding the inner circle. The perimeters of the
circles are traced by the ritual leader with her athame (knife used in ritual). There is then a blessing of
water and of salt, which are mixed together and with which the circle is asperged. The wording of the

water and salt purifications used in Wiccan ritual is very similar to that found in The Key™® although
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asperging with salt water is also a Roman Catholic and Anglican tradition. Candles are lit at each of the
cardinal directions with a blessing.

[34] The Lesser Banishing Ritual of the Pentagram, a ritual derived from the Order of the Golden Dawn,
is then performed. The Priestess leading the ritual makes the gesture of the Cabbalistic Cross by
touching, in turn, her forehead, chest, right shoulder and left shoulder and then clasping her hands in
front of her while intoning “Ateh (thou art), Malkuth (the Kingdom), Ve-Geburah (and the power), ve-
Gedulah (and the Glory), le-Olam (for ever), Amen.” She then turns to each of the cardinal directions in
turn, beginning with the east and going clockwise, draws a pentagram (a five pointed star with one point
upward) in the air with her athame and calls out the deity name associated with that direction: Yod He
Vau He, Adonai, Eheieh, and Agla. Then, standing with arms outstretching in the form of a cross in the
centre of the circle she says; “Before me Raphael, behind me Gabriel, at my right hand Michael, at my
left hand Auriel. Before me flames the Pentagram, behind me shines the six-rayed star.” She again
makes the Cabbalistic Cross as before.”” This part of the ritual is explicitly Christian ceremonial magic,
with Cabbalistic trappings—calling upon Christian names of God and angels, the ritual leader crossing
herself, and the Cabbalistic translation of part of The Lord’s Prayer.40

[35] Finally the ritual leader will walk three times around the circle clockwise, turn and address each
direction in turn, and call for the spirits of those directions to come and participate in the ritual. This
originally Christian Ceremonial Magical ritual has been simplified, and partly de-Christianized, in order
for non-Christian folk magic to be worked. The substantial use of the Cabbala, derived originally from
Jewish mysticism, has been a mark of the British occult community since its introduction in the 1740s,
although the magical Cabbala is very different from the mystical one.*!

[36] Following the casting of the ritual circle, Drawing Down The Moon follows. Drawing Down The

Moon is a ritual of ecstatic possession trance. Its purpose is to assist the Priestess to embody the spirit of
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the Goddess of the Wiccan religion, one of Whose most prominent symbols is the Moon. The symbol of
the pentagram is drawn on her body by the Priest, through touching her with a phallic-headed wand
while reciting an invocation. Although the specific points touched are not specified in the document,
current practice is at neck, left hip, right breast, left breast, right hip and neck again.42 His invocation
invcorporates a quotation from Crowley’s Gnostic Mass; “By seed and root and stem and bud and leaf and
flower and fruit we do invoke Thee.”* He then kisses her feet, knees, lower belly, breasts, and lips while
reciting a blessing; “Blessed are your feet, which have brought you in these ways, ...your knees, that
shall kneel at Her sacred altars, ... womb, without which we would not be, ... breasts, formed in beauty
and in strength, ... lips, which shall speak the sacred Names.”*

[37] These invocatory gestures and statements explicitly establish the sacredness of the female body, and
specifically the body of the individual Priestess receiving the blessings and being asked to embody the
Goddess. The blessing of the genitals and breasts, the ritual nudity, as well as the use of the phallic wand
in the blessing, emphasize the overt sexuality and carnality of this embodiment, as do the ritual kisses.
The body is sacred here, because it is a body, not despite its carnality. The identification of the woman’s
body with nature does not involve the association of nature with lesser spirituality as conventionally
assigned, but is an identification of the type of divine power being called—the immanent divinity of the
forces of nature, the force of fertility, sexuality and the body.

[38] The Priestess, seen as embodying the Goddess, ordinarily now recites the Charge of the Goddess, a
central theological statement of Wicca. It begins with a syncretic list of Goddesses from various times
and places, all identified as aspects of the Great Mother: Artemis, Astarte, Aphrodite, Cerridwen, Bride,
and others. Then she recites a lengthy section adapted from Aradia: Gospel of the Witches by Geoffrey
Leland in which the Goddess asks Wiccans to assemble once a month, preferably on Full Moon™®, to “be

free from slavery, and as a sign that ye be really free, ye shall be naked in your rites, both men and
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Women”46, to dance, sing, feast, make music and love'” in Her praise. Then follows a quotation from
Book of the Law which includes the phrase “nor do I demand aught in sacrifice”® and other material
adapted from Magick in Theory and Practice by Aliester Crowley, and particularly from the Grostic
Mass (Liber XV).49 There is some original material in the Charge, including the theologically significant

phrase “all acts of love and pleasure are my rituals™,

but slightly more than half of it is reworked from
Aliester Crowley.

[39] If the ritual of Great Rite is now to be performed the Priestess, embodying the Goddess, will call for
the Horned God of the Animals and the Great Hunt, Her Consort, to come into the body of her Priest.
Kelly found no version of Drawing Down thebSun/Horned God in the original Gardnerian rituals. It
remains less common than Drawing Down The Moon, because of the Goddess-primary focus of Wicca.
There is a version in Janet and Stewart Farrar’s The Witches’ Way (1984).51

[40] In it, the Priestess, prior to reciting the Charge of the Goddess, makes the gesture of the Invoking
Pentagram of Earth (beginning at top, down to her left, thence up to right, across, down to right, and (

returning to top)52 toward the Priest and recites:

Of the Mother darksome and divine/Mine the scourge, and mine the kiss;/The ﬁve pomt
star of love and bliss—/ Here I charge you, in this 31gn

She then blesses him with the Five-fold Kiss, steps back a pace and recites the i'nvoCation:.

Deep calls on height, the Goddess.on the God/On him who is the flame that qulckens
her;/That he and she may seize the silver reins/And ride as one the twin-horsed chariot./ -
Let the hammer strike the anvil,/Let the hghtmng touch the earth,/ Let the Lance ensoul '
the Grail,/ Let the magic come to birth.” : :

[41] She then touches with her right forefinger at his throat, left hip, right breast, left breast, right hip, |
and throat, the Ihvoking' Pentagram of Fire. She spreads her hands, palms forward and continues:

In Her name do I invoke thee/Mighty Father of us all—/ Lugh, Pan, Balin, Herne,
Cernunnos -/Come in answer to my call!/Descend, I pray thee, in thy servant and pnest

She steps backward and the Priest makes the Invoking Pentagram of Fire toward her while saying “Let

" there be Light!”56
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[42] The Great Rite is now most often performed as part of the Third Degree Initiation ritual (the highest
grade in the Wiccan initiatory system). Gardner’s script as established by Kelly begins with the Priestess
binding and then scourging the Priest with three, seven, nine, and twenty-one strokes separated by short
intervals.” The Priest is untied, binds the Priestess at the altar and then circumambulates the Circle,
proclaiming to the four quarters that the Priestess is prepared and will “proceed to erect the Sacred
Altar.”*® He then proceeds to scourge her with three, seven, nine and twenty-one strokes.
[43] The Priestess now is untied and lays down on the altar or floor so that her vagina is at the
approximate centre of the circle. The Priest recites an invocation proclaiming that the great altar of the
ancients was woman, and that the most sacred point was the centre of the circle, the point of origin
which all should adore. He kisses the Priestess’ genitals. He invokes “the power of the lifted lance” and
touches his genitals.59
[44] He recites an invocation, largely taken from the Grostic Mass by Aliester Crowley and at each point
marked by a star (*) below, kisses the Priestess’ genitals:

Oh circle of stars (*), whereof our Father is but the younger brother (*). Marvel beyond

imagination, soul of infinite space, before whom time is ashamed, the mind bewildered

and understanding dark, not unto thee may we attain unless thine image be of love (*).

Therefore, by seed and root, and stem and bud and leaf and flower and fruit do we invoke

thee, O, Queen of space, O dew of light, O continuous one of the Heavens (*). Let it be

ever thus, that men speak not of Thee as one, but as none, and let them not speak of thee

at all, since thou art continuous, for thou art the point within the circle (*), which we
adore (*), the fount of life without which we would not be ("‘).60

He then announces that “in this way truly are erected the Holy Twin Pillars Boaz and Jachin” and kisses
the breasts of the Priestess.®” This identifies the body of the Priestess with the Masonic Temple and her
breasts with the two symbolic pillars of Mercy and Severity. This particular identification is multi-
layered because the traditional assignment of the Tree of Life in Ceremonial Magical Kabala is also

evoked thereby and mapped onto the woman’s body.
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[45] A series of kisses on various parts of her body are followed by a recitation, again substantially
adapted from the Gnostic Mass, but calling upon the God:
secret of secrets that art hidden in the being of all lives. Not thee do we adore, for that
which adoreth is also thou. Thou art that and That am I (*). I am the flame that burns in
every man and in the core of every star (*). I am Life and the giver of Life, and therefore

is the knowledge of me, the Knowledge of Death (*). I am alone, the Lord within
ourselves whose name is Mystery of Mysteries (*).62

The above invocation formed the foundation to the Drawing Down the Sun invocations in Janet and

Stewart Farrar, cited above.

[46] At this point the Priestess and Priest couple, as the embodiment of the Gods. Both recite together:

Encourage our hearts; Let thy Light crystallize itself in our blood, fulfilling us of
resurrection. For there is no part of us that is not of the Gods.*”

Substantial rewriting of this ritual has occurred in most Wiccan groups that use the Great Rite in Actual,
although the pattern established remains constant.

[47] We may briefly contrast the sentiments in this central theological statement of Wicca with those
expressed in Christian tradition. This is particularly telling when we consider that the period
immediately after the Second World War, the period of the birth of Wicca, saw a dramatic revitalization
of British Christianity, of domestic ideology and the rebirth of the “Angel in the House.” % The Wiccan
“acts of love and pleasure” sharply contrasted with the ideal of the sexually unassertive woman whose

“desire shall be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”65

Wiccan ritual nudity may be contrasted
with the general Christian attitude, but echoes the theme of Genesis 3, that unashamed nudity
symbolized innocence. The leadership by women in Wicca contrasted with the Christian norm, after the
deutero-Pauline epistles, that “I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to

. . 20

remain quiet.

[48] This sacralization of sexuality and of sexual intercourse is highly transgressive in the context of late

1940s England, and only somewhat less so at present. However, there was a sex-positive counter-current

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture
Volume 21(2): Summer 2009






13

in western culture at that time, exemplified by the publication of Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the
Human Male in 1948 and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female in 1953, and the publication of Playboy
magazine, beginning in 1953. Although there is a great deal of variation among modern Wiccans, the
basic form of ritual established in 1949 continues.
| [49] The use of the scourge and of hieros gamos has been greatly reduced, with the majority of Wiccans
accepting these things as legitimate aspects of Wiccan practice but not personally engaging in them. The
Great Rite in Token, which was included in the first Book of Shadows in 1949, is very commonly used
in public and semi-public rituals, which have become frequent occasions for worship. The Great Rite in
Actual is reserved for coven workings, and most usually only for Third Degree Initiations and marriages.
As the Wiccan community has grown very rapidly but the number of covens has not grown to keep up
with it, the emergence of a group of Quter Court rituals that are based on the Initiatory My;teries but véil
them in symbolism opaque to the non-Initiated has been a pronounced feature of the religion. This
process began as early as Chicago’s Pagan Way, which was an Outer Court of some Wiccan covens in
that city in the early 1970s. The publication of Pagan Way’s A Book of Pagan Rituals in two volumes in
1974 and 1975 provided a Wicca-based set of simple rituals for non-Initiates. 68
[50] In the original Great Rite in Token, the Priest fills the chalice full of wine and kneels and holds the
chalice at about waist level of the Priestess. She holds her athame between her palms, point downward,
and inserts the point into the wine, then withdraws it. The Priest recites: “As the Athame is the Male, so
the Cup is the female: so, cojoined, they bring blessedness.” The Priestess puts her athame aside, drinks
and gives the Priest the cup. The Priest then holds up the platen with food on it, Priestess blesses with
her athame, then eats and gives food.®This is now the most common form of the Great Rite.
[51] However, ritual nudity, the use of kisses on the body during Drawing Down, the ritual of Drawing

Down the Moon, the general form of the Initiation rituals and many other ritual ideas from Gardner’s
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first covens remain prominent features in contemporary coven practices, de-emphasized or absent in
public rituals. The Wiccan religion has changed from a religion of small groups, all of whom were
Initiated Priesthood, to a variety of private and public traditions all drawing elements from the same
roots but not practicing in the same way. This polyvocality was established as a norm by Gardner with
his “insist[ence] that all Wiccan Initiates should not merely copy the existing rituals and statements of
belief but alter and add to them according to their own tastes and abilities””® and continues as a
prominent feature of Wicca.

[52] The discursive construction of femininity in the immediate post-war period with its return to
domesticity, the “traditional values of family, home and piety”71 and the revitalisation of the evangelical
Christian discourse runs directly counter to the Wiccan religion in these key aspects. However, it would
not be correct to see Wicca as an overtly bohemian or counter cultural reaction like the Beats of the
1950s. The adherents of the first covens were conventional and conservative people in many regards,
although there are transgressive and challenging ideas in these first rituals.”” The one area where the first
Wiccans challenged the norms most strongly was in sexual morality, embracing couples living together
without marriage, and open relationships with sexual intimacy “regarded as appropriate not only in
expressing the mutual love of a committed couple but also close frie:ndships.”73 The stream of occultism
from which Wicca emerged was the solidly middle class Golden Dawn, Theosophical movement and
Ordo Templi Orientis, not the anarchic or Satanic rebellion of more obscure groups.

[53] An examination of how the religion was first practiced poses several questions and offers inter-
textuality for the religion that has evolved; what did Wiccan rituals tell the participants about themselves
and their religion, what do they bring to them, and how did their interaction with the material reshape the

ritual?
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[54] The Goddess is called first in Drawing Down The Moon, reflecting the primacy of the Goddess and
the Shakti-like view of the Goddess as the energizing, active, creative principle in the Inner Planes, the
attractive and evoking principle. Then the Goddess calls in the God through Drawing Down the Sun,
reflecting the God as Father Earth, material reality to be moulded by the active feminine force. This
relationship is also reflected in the Great Rite in Token used in the consecration of the wine in ritual, as
presented by Janet and Stewart Farrar, in which the phallic, active, athame is wielded by the Priestess.”*
In the Farrars’ Symbolic Great Rite, however, the athame is wielded by the Priest.”

[55] Ritual nudity told Wiccans that they are bodies. The erotic is made clearly a sacred force through
many details of the ritual. Drawing Down is explicitly about immanence and trance and the possibility of
prophecy. Bringing to the ritual the assumptions about the body and sexuality from the broader society
led to a challenging and redefinition of those things. The awkwardness of the initial involvement with
this ritual style, the discomfort with nudity, the weak and ineffective experience of trance the first few
times if is practiced, gave wéy through habituation and the construction of a stronger and more defined
magical personality76 to a more effective and graceful performance. The small group norm makes this
learning less difficult because of immediate feedback and lesser performance anxiety.

[56] As Tanya Luhrmann points out in her Persuasions of the Witches Craft: Ritual Magic in
Contemporary England, “people often argue for a belief as a means to legitimize, and even to
understand ... the practice in which they have become involved.””” The practice of the ritual produced
resultant experiences that were then made sense of and made into beliefs. Bell argues that a key function
of ritual is the production of ritual actors, “persons who have an instinctive knowledge of these schemes
embedded in their bodies, in their sense of reality, and in their understanding of how to act in ways that

8

both maintain and qualify the complex microrelations of power,”7 since ritual is another venue for

social practice, not a separate reality (although it is situated by the actors in ritual as such). Through the
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body, its postures and the physical habits and gestures that form the ritual, the patterning happens below
the level of ideas or theology.79

[57] Some provocative research undertaken in Canada by Shelley Rabinovitch in the late 1980s found
that a large proportion of the active participants in the Wiccan religion had been emotionally, physically,
or sexually abused as children or adults, in most cases in more than one way.go Her study indicates that
the transgressive aspects of Wiccan practice acted as means to bring forward the feelings of participants
in a psychodrama and heal them from their abuse. It is possible that these data can be projected
backward, carefully, to the origins of Wicca as well. The high rates of abusive families hidden behind
the ideological fagade of perfect domésticity have only recently been brought forward. The patriarchal
monotheisms have been inadequate in religiously dealing with or even in acknowledging the extent of
familial disfunctionality. In the discursive climate of the origin of Wicca in the late 1940s and early
1950s, with the reified family and Freud both influential, this factor may well have been important.

[58] The experience of sacred sex, and other ritual as well, the ecstatic possibility of reclaiming the body
and its pleasures from what has hurt, gives Wiccan ritual a therapeutic tone as well as a religious one.
This turn toward therapy is particularly pronounced in that feminist wing of Wicca centred on the work
of Starhawk and the Reclaiming Tradition of Wicca, a Tradition which draws less directly from
Gardner’s original rituals than most others.* Reclaiming descends from Appalachian folk magic,
together with influences from Voodoo and the Hawaiian Huna tradition, although it has been absorbing
many Wiccan and New Age ideas as well.* Sex magic ritual practiced by Ceremonial Magicians and
Reclaiming Witches, among others, is not the Great Rite because it does not necessarily include the
aspect of possession trance, an essential component of Great Rite. In the same vein, other sexual magic
does not aim to the same ends as Great Rite. It can be performed by Wiccans or others simply as an

effective way to raise a great deal of energy to be devoted to healing, job seeking, blessing, or some
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other magical purposes. There is a minority of Wiccans, now, typically in the British Traditional wing,
practicing Great Rite. What is their experience of it?

[59] It is an experience of transubstantiation. The bodies of the Priestess and Priest become the bodies of
the Goddess and Her Consort without, however, ceasing to be those of the human servants of the Gods.
It is this intermingling of the carnal and the divine, the physical and the metaphysical, that is the key to
the emotional and spiritual power of the rite. The sexual act as performed in the hieros gamos makes the
act sacred, in exactly the same way as the Roman Catholic will see the breaking of bread and drinking of
wine as sacred acts during Mass but not at other times. The difference is that the bread and wine are not
conscious beings that can experience the transformation and be moved to live their lives differently as a
conséquence of the transformative mystery. This is why it is typically only Third Degrees that undertake
Great Rite, as they are expected to be spiritually mature enough to benefit, and to embody the Gods
without fear or expectations.

[60] This rite is symbolic, of course, as are all rituals, which is to say that it is not about the actions
which make it up, or at least not only about those things, referring to a more fundamental reality
underlying appearances. It is symbolic in this case of the embodiment of the divine, the panentheism
central to Wiccan theology, the sacred and holy nature of the body, the sacredness of pleasure and its
value as a route to the direct experience of the divine, the idea that the Gods enjoy our bodies as we do,
and pleasure as prayer, not as snare. The “Great Rite in Token” is thus a symbol of a symbol, removed
even further from the thing itself.

[»61] The Great Rite challenges on a deep level many of the norms of our society, around pleasure, the
nature of the divine, the nature of the body. It directly challenges monogamy, sexual taboos, and body
taboos. It is a magickal act and it springs from the power of the Will to desire and to transcend ordinary

limits of thought and of action. The universe is malleable, and the Gods can come and play. This is a
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profound spiritual experience mediated through the most carnal of means, a transubstantiation through
an antinomian reclaiming of sex and the body and a rejection of the conventional limits of spirituality.
[62] Although both partners start the ritual in a state of light trance the trance must be intensified
throughout until it is Goddess and God, not Priestess and Priest, performing the ritual (PS and P present
only enough to be aware, to absorb the energy back into themselves, to be affected by it). There is an
energetic feedback in the ritual as experienced—the Goddess yearning for the God aﬁd calling Him forth
in response to Her desire, the God responding with passion and directness which pulls out a deeper level
of desire and so forth. It is the aim of this ritual to attain a transcendent experience beyond the polarity of
genders and to give birth within oneself to a mental or spiritual androgyne.83 The goal is a merger at the
point of orgasm which transcends division and which, in an ecstatic feedback, returns and reinforces
then dissolves the essence of both sexes. The structure of a regular ritual is used, although the two
celebrants are alone for the Great Rite portion.

[63] Roberto Calosso’s discussion of hierogamy and sacrifice in The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony
may provide insight into a continuing thread of experience from the Greek model to Wiccan practice:
“The appearance of the world came about with the copulation of a god with that which was not god, with
the laceration and dispersal of a god’s body.”84 Through sex, life, and in life, necessity, the necessity to
kill and eat and to experience loss and pain—Ilife constantly is guilty of causing death, a guilt that must
be expiated. Hierogamy is akin to sacrifice—offering up, although temporarily, one’s body and spirit as
a gift to the Gods for their use. The parallels between blood and sexual fluids, the equation and
connection of life and death, sex and death, eating and sex, all layer underneath the experience of
hierogamy.

[64] The fact that humans and gods copulated at the beginning of everything creates a connection

between humanity and the divine, a kinship. We share lust, sexual passion, and we can remind ourselves
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of our fundamental relationship in each sexual act—with orgasm we can project our consciousness back
to the primal moment of creation. But this journey back to the beginning is dangerous, and threatens to
erase the boundaries between human and divine permanently, to collapse the universe back into primal
disorder. So we sacrifice, which reminds both parties of the absolute distinctions of life and death
between gods and humans. Sacrifice, however, seen as an aspect of sex, tying life and death together
(much as the great story of the maiden Goddess of spring, Persephone, and her hieros gamos with the
God of death and the underworld, Pluton/Hades, brings sex and death togetherxs). Sexual fluids like
amrita® and semen, being produced and sacrificed from the body, and like blood being tied to life itself,
are perfect for this purpose.

[65] Although the Charge of the Goddess says “nor do I demand sacrifice, for behold, I am the Mother of
all living and my love is poured out upon the earth,” Wiccans bless food and drink and voluntarily
sacrifice a portion as elements in a conversation that they are having with the Gods, an exchange with
them\ _that reflects a mutual interest in one another and mutualﬁl desire of each other. Humans are related to
the Gods, although we are constrained by necessity and time as they are not. The occasions when they
come to be in time are significant—copulation, bearing our children, eating, pouring libation in imitation
of humans as they struggle to understand time and necessity. With libation we say “whatever we do we
are this liquid poured away.”’88

[66] In the Mystery, for the Great Rite is a Mystery ritual, the Gods are brought into the flesh, into the
flesh that decays and dies: “For the initiates, the mysteries are a moment when the gods become tangled
with death.”® Sex is the essential life-giving act, and as the Wiccan Horned God says “I am Life and the
giver of Life, and therefore is the knowledge of me, the Knowledge of Death,””” because sex opens the

gate to death through life.
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[67] Although the Great Rite can occur spontaneously, it is expected that at least one party is a “proper
person properly prepared” and typically both parties are and they are planning to do the work. In
general, the couple must be comfortable with each other and they must be open to the option of sexual
ritual (and often they have done sexual ritual together in the past). The Gods must lust after them—they
must have a relationship of sexual attraction with at least one deity. In Wicca it is expected that close
and personal relationships will emerge between Matron and Patron deities and Their Priestesses and
Priests, not always but quite frequently including a quality of sexual attraction. It is also expected that
sexual attraction, whether or not it is ever acted upon, will be a part of the energy that works between
working partnerships of Priestesses and Priests, and to a lesser but real extent among the members of a
coven.
[68] The sexual mysticism of the Great Rite takes on a group and social quality under these
circumstances, as discussed above. So, although a specific instance of possession trance and ritual sex
does not follow the exact ritual form of the Great Rite and may be unexpected it will not come as a
complete surprise and will be identified as Great Rite if it fulfils the general expectations for the ritual.
The Great Rite is, in other words, not only a specific ritual, but a fundamental mode of engagement with
the sacred and sexual that is opened up by the panentheistic idea and the possibility of transubstantiation
of the living bodies and spirits of two ritual actors.

Primary Reports of Priests and Priestesses
[69] The normal form of the Great Rite ritual begins after the usual opening business of a Wiccan
ritual—the cleansing, setting aside and consecration of the ritual space, the calling of the directions and
the elements, and the welcome of the participants in the ritual. Now, the Goddess is usually Drawn into
the Priestess first. She will be in an altered state of consciousness when she draws the God into the

Priest. It is usually said that the Priest draws into the Priestess and then the Goddess, acting through the
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Priestess, calls Her Consort into the Priest. There are occasions where the Priest will have the God
drawn into him, first, as in Third Degree Initiation of a Priestess. The experience of the God becoming
present in the Priest, as experienced from the Priestess:

The first time I felt the searing breath of Dionysus on my face, I was arrogant enough to
call the God that cannot be commanded into one of our circles... I called Dionysus to
thank him for His encouragement and His inspiration... He appeared in my Priest, phallus
erect; lips parted and stepped into me. He took my face in his hands, pressed his
Bordeaux flavoured mouth to mine and whispered, breath hot and gasping, into my ear: “I
am the one who cannot be commanded. I come unbidden. Because you have called me I
will tell you that I love you and desire you. I will ride you, like a horse, to waves of
ecstasy you have never known...””!

[70] The Priestess will have the Goddess drawn into her. The Priest will experience some change in the
Priestess as he performs the ritual, unless he is deeply in trance himself at this point. The type of
stimulation and the details of the wording of the invocation will change for the Great Rite from the
typical coven meeting. The Priestess’ typical experience of possession, without the intention of doing
Great Rite is:

I felt Her presence as soon as the Invocation began. She was already present by the time
he finished the Five-Fold Kiss. When he began the Invocation, I felt Her take me pretty
powerfully. I was aware that I was rocking back on my heels and could barely maintain

the concentration to stand. .... I don’t recall a lot of it (sign of a good possession). .... I lost
myself in it. She left almost immediately after She spoke the message.

I have dripped with the glamour of Aphrodite and felt the amazed and awe-filled heat of
the stares placed on me by strangers as I passed them in a grocery store the morning after
experiencing Her in a Friday night circle.”

[In the Great Rite, both Priestess and Priest are possessed by the Goddess and Her Consort. They are in

trance and in a ritual space where the usual moral and ethical codes are said to not apply, “a space that is

3,94

not a space, a time that is not a time””". In this transgressive heterotopia, sex is experienced as a divine

force, not merely human, expressed through but not wholly of the body.
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[71] There is a feedback loop of sexual stimulation that is needed to raise the bodies to their highest
capacity. The repeated invocation and kissing of the Priestess’ genitals, type and form of invocations and
specific gestures and the details of coupling are not important. What matters is that at the point of sexual
intercourse the Gods are experienced as present and acting through the bodies of the Priestess and Priest,
who have stepped aside from their bodies and given them up in ecstasy:

Herne took over and entered her ... I felt the horns on my head ... I was in the pose of
Mithras sacrificing the bull, my back arched, mouth open, moaning.95

I felt the presence of both Aphrodite and Morrighan within, each perfectly present, both
calling to the God. They called Him and He obeyed.... I knew the presence of the feral
Lord. ... the Horns were huge and [the Priest] was no longer there. 6

I was aware the whole time of being both myself and Aphrodite as I was aware that [she]
was both herself and Ares simultaneously. ... A mad passionate dance of powerful
equals. I 9\;7vanted to also supplicate to him to bring out his strong protectiveness and
strength.

The sacrificed God, the God who dies that we may eat, the God who reduces flesh to
soil... Dionysus had come to me... to initiate me to my third degree. He had come to ride
me through the waves of ecstasy. He had come to teach me how to walk the path through
ecstasy-—not ecstasy of the flesh, but ecstasy of the spirit.98

[72] The after effects of the Great Rite can vary depending on the needs that the person performing it
went into it with. It has a powerful and transforming effect, because of its transgressive qualities, the
amount of trust and the energy released through letting down one’s guard, and the power of directed
orgasm. For the Wiccan ritual participants the intention of the Gods in the work, as equal or even
dominant actors, which may not be in complete agreement with the intentions of the Priestess or Priest,
must be included in the analysis:

We were both a little dazed and needed some time to digest the power of our experience...

I have been unabashedly sexual and flirtatious with everyone... AND absolutely fearless

of anything. SHE is still with me more than a little. I think they have changed me a bit. I
don’t think I will ever lose either of these new traits. (Observation a couple of months
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later—the flirtation has died down but not the sexual confidence or comfort. The
fearlessness is not diminished in the le:ast).99

I have danced again with Dionysus ... and I have learned that He is what He is. When He
wants what He wants He will come and take it—even if to the receiver of his affections, it
feels more like rape than seduction. He is amoral—the most amoral of them all. ... as the
teacher of boundaries, some boundaries are permeable and some are iron clad. How you
feel about what He does is IRRELEVANT."”

The man will be what the woman brings out in him and it is her choice what to do, when
to do it, how it will be done etc. He is there to provide the energy. She is there to create
with it. I learned that the Gods are grateful for our participation... what I felt was his
[Ares’] love for my willingness to be the embodiment of the Goddess and that in me she
could play with him.'""

[73] Drawing Down the Moon or the Great Rite are both typically followed by a period of formal or
informal debriefing, after the Priestess and Priest have recovered from the state of trance and returned to
consensus reality. This typically takes a few minutes, if possession was strong, and often includes
consuming some food and drink. Through the debriefing the ritual participants shape the experience
consciously, asking each other for descriptive details of the Gods that possessed their bodies, asking for
elaboration on any messages that may have been delivered, and in other ways incorporating the
experience into their lives. There is also the strong expectation that every Witch will keep a Book of
Shadows, a ritual and magical diary, and will record the details of significant rituals as soon as possible
after their performance for future reference, and as a source for intertextual interpretation of future
rituals. Although this is a heterotopian time set aside, Wiccan practice takes the insights and energy of
the ritual and quickly brings them into the religious life and personal life of participants.

The Future of the Great Rite
[74] The Great Rite provides a model for ideal sexuality in Wicca—sex that is spiritually informed,
ecstatic and deeply connective. It is, however, not a model that is necessarily monogamous,
heterosexual, or controlled. It is power, but power that transforms on the shared Wills of both Gods and

humans.
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[75] Wicca is not centred on the limitation and control of ecstasy, particularly sexual ecstasy, but on
trained and wilful expression of it. The rational exploration of magickal subjectivity, a project inherited

102 . .
continues 1n an open-

by Wicca from the Order of the Golden Dawn occultists, as discussed above,
ended development here, with libratory prospects and an implicit re-vamping of all of life in mind for
both genders. Like all religion, however, it is guided by the spirit, the spirit in the body.

[76] The Great Rite is a central expression of Wiccan spirituality. As Wicca is becoming more
mainstream and less occultist, and as the pressure of a great number of new converts has overwhelmed
many teachers, the actual practice has substantially lessened in frequency. Working toward this high
degree of trust and release has always taken time and application, and the number of people that have
undertaken Great Rite was always small, but the rapid growth and the increasing number of people who
come into the religion not proper people, properly prepared, or even near it, has decreased this
proportion considerably more.

[77] To what extent can the Great Rite remain a lived reality for practitioners of Wicca and a central
symbol, in some form, as the practice becomes increasingly rare? Will the recuperative impulse as
expressed in one prominent couple’s requirement that participants in the Great Rite “only be a man and a
woman between who intercourse is already a normal and loving part of their relationship: in other words,
husband and wife or established lovers”'® result in the ordinary associations of sex substituting for the
esoteric meanings and the loss of intertextual reading against the grain?

[78] Elevating heterosexuality and monogamy to theological absolutes is contrary to the strong norm of
free sexual choice in Wicca. It also contradicts the practice of the Gods, generally anything but
monogamous and not always heterosexual either, but Wiccans view humans as ethically autonomous,
with the Gods as only occasional role models. The critical edge of Wicca on gender and sexuality, and

its potential as a spiritual sexually liberating force is in danger of being blunted.
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[79] Compulsory monogamy is such a deeply entrenched social norm that many sincere Wiccan
practitioners must compromise their spiritual impulses in order to preserve their relationships. If the
circumstances of someone’s life, individual psychology or relationships do not permit a completely
pragmatic approach to Great Rite, the norm need not be elevated into a religious principle in
contradiction to Wicca’s foundation principles. Acknowledging the central importance of the Great Rite
does not make its performance obligatory. A Priestess or Priest who practiced Great Rite
indiscriminately would be going counter to the spirit of it. The power of a conscious choice of what a
Priest/ess will do ritually is as significant in this regard as in any other.

[80] Once experienced the Great Rite provides the bedrock of certainty that informs the rest of life. But
as a Mystery, it must be experienced, not just described, before some of the energy and insights can
continue to act in other ritual and non-ritual contexts. One can recall the experience and work with the
_energy through masturbation or while doing the Great Rite in Token in coven or other ritual.

[81] The amount of preparatory work required and the elitism in the requirements for sexual, emotional
and spiritual maturity, prior to that, given the populism in modern Wicca, has led to many undervaluing
or disregarding the actual Great Rite. Symbolic or solo sex magick or Great Rite in Token is not enough
alone although sex magic is mostly practiced solo. As Frater U.D. puts it: “Sex-magical partner workings

»104 By many would-be

are not quite the exception, but autoerotic practices are certainly the rule.
Priest/esses denying the centrality of the Rite, because they have not done it, and are unprepared to
attempt it, or are afraid to challenge social norms in order to attempt it, the religion is weakened.

[82] Wiccans are acting “as if”’ they believe, to see what the results afe, in search of experiences which
are valuable to them, rather than in search of confirmation to absolute belief statements. They are not

performing an intellectual dodge to make their religion non-falsifiable, but understanding the playful

possibility of ritual and magical exploration and the positive results in aesthetic and psychological
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happiness that result from a rational subjectivity in the exploration of the spiritual. By developing on the
bases of the original practices of the religion, Wicca’s challenge to the hegemony of Christian values has
continued. The new aspects of its religious discourse about sexuality, which the gay and lesbian,
polyamorous and “lifestyle” community members now involved have added indicates that it continues as
a heterotopia, and continues to generate new religious compensators and spiritual capital for its
members.

[83] To continue to accumulate cultural capital for its members and to be effective in the world in
building toward social transformation in tune with its values, the Wiccan religion must continue to resist
the normalizing impulse and to shape its development on the basis of these values. As the next
generation grows up in the religion, they will shape it, increasingly (although a majority of Wiccans will
continue to be converts).

[84] Part of the challenge facing Wicca is how to reawaken the critique of patriarchal sexual limits, in a
situation where the religion is growing rapidly and is, particularly, adding young families and children.
What alternatives can Wicca develop? The structural adjustment in some communities of an Inner Court
for clergy and Initiates, Outer Court for the regular congregants, and the broader Sabbat congregation for
the laity may be one useful option. What viable alternatives exist to the nuclear family? How can
Wiccans avoid setting up a counter-morality that limits people’s choices just as badly as compulsory
heteromonogamy does? The argument has been made, among others by Rodney Stark and William
Bainbridge, that sectarian movements necessarily move toward the mean and normalize their practices.
[85] It is not the choice of monogamy that threatens the Great Rite, because it can be, and often is in
some form, a practice of committed Wiccan couples, but the lack of understanding of its central
importance to the religion as a whole. The inadequate critique of the Patriarchal sexual limits which

leads those Wiccan traditions that embrace the use of the ritual to often endorse compulsory
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~ heterosexuality and only monogamy in its performance weakens the Craft. Those sexual minorities that
are growing in the religion feel disenfranchised by this.

[86] The development of Wicca points to the possibility of a religious embrace of sexuality and of sexual
variety in a way that does not simply folerate sexual variety (thus implicitly privileging one expression
above the others) but which builds a workable theology around the differences and common thread in
ecstasy. It also demonstrates that sexual ecstasy and religious ecstasy can be mutually reinforcing, and
that a pro-sex feminist-informed spirituality is workable. Although the long-term viability of the Wiccan
sexual spirituality is an open question the success thus far in building a religion embracing sexual variety
and free expression poses a substantial challenge to the less sex-positive theologies of other religions,
and the separation of the (sexual) body and spirit, central to the secular outlook as well as mainstream
(Christian) religion.
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THE PacaN CENSUS,
Neo-PaganisMm, AND NEO-PAGANS

I do consider myself “Pagan” because it is the closest belief, a lifestyle
that fits me. I practice Witchcraft, candle burning—wax reading. But,
not by books or publications. It is just a part of me. Astral-projection
is something I've experienced without even knowing what it was,
since I found a name for it, I read on it and improve my travels. I do
astrology and card readings, crystals, pyramids and pendulums. I

believe very strongly in reincarnation. (Survey 1015)

This is one of the over two thousand respondents to The Pagan Cen-
sus (see appendix) a nationwide survey that asked Neo-Pagans ques-
tions about their beliefs, practices, and everyday lives.' Neo-Pagan is
an umbrella term covering sects of a new religious movement, the
largest and most important form of which is Witchcraft, or as it is
also called, Wicca. The term Neo-Pagan was first used in the United
States by Tim O'tter Zell to describe members of this new religion
who were not initiated through a coven system and who rejected the
labels Witch and Wiccan (Melton 1992).2 O’tter Zell, the founder of
the Church of All Worlds, publishes one of the largest and most
influential Neo-Pagan journals, Green Egg. The term Neo-Pagan, or
Pagan, has become commonplace for practitioners of this new reli-
gion. To emphasize their connection to pre-Christian religions, many
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practitioners prefer to use the name Pagan. Throughout this text,
except for direct quotes, we use the term Neo-Pagan to indicate that
the religions we are discussing are relatively new, even if some of
their practices may be taken directly from or related to older pagan
religions.

The Pagan Census

The Pagan Census is a survey conducted by Helen A. Berger and
Andras Corbin Arthen, one of the leaders of the largest Neo-Pagan
organization in New England, EarthSpirit Community. Arthen was
among the first Neo-Pagans Berger met when she began her partici-
pant observation study of this religion in New England.* The deci-
sion to work together on the survey came from a desire to share their
strengths, specifically Arthen’s knowledge of the Neo-Pagan com-
munity and Berger's social science research skills. Initially, Arthen
hoped to do a census of the entire Neo-Pagan community. Through
his contacts, major Neo-Pagan leaders and organizations in the
United States gave their support to The Pagan Census. Nonetheless,
it was impossible to do an accurate census. We subsequently hoped
to do a random sample. But this too became impossible because
Neo-Pagan organizations were unwilling to give us their membership
lists, as they felt this would violate their members’ privacy. Further-
more, some Neo-Pagans were so anxious to have the voices of their
community heard that they photocopied and distributed copies of
the survey to others and also placed copies of the survey on the
Internet. The result is 2,089 completed surveys.

Like most surveys, ours is not a random sample. However, these
data are the largest and most varied of published survey results. All
previous surveys have been distributed in a small local area or at
festivals—that is, Neo-Pagan gatherings that usually take place at a
campground and last a weekend or a week—that attract a small per-
centage of Neo-Pagans (see, for example, Kirkpatrick 1986; Adler
1986; Jorgensen and Russell 1999; Orion 1995).

This book provides an analysis and interpretation of the data col-
lected from The Pagan Census. Our intention is to give a voice to
those who completed The Pagan Census and through them to pro-
vide a new look into the Neo-Pagan community. In responding to
the survey, people were asked to complete four legal-sized pages of
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questions in four sections: demographics, political information, reli-
gious spiritual beliefs, and Pagan-related information. Space was
provided for adding free responses about any issues or concerns.
About half of our respondents wrote additional information—some
typed, some handwritten, often pages long.

Several questions taken directly from the General Social Survey
(GSS) of the National Opinion Research Center (NORQC) are
worded in ways that are not reflective of Neo-Pagans’ discourse or
worldview. However, the ability to, at least on some scales, compare
and contrast Neo-Pagans with their neighbors makes the awkward-
ness of the wording for our audience worthwhile. We added a note
in the introduction of the survey explaining the inclusion of these
questions. Both the free responses and the statistical information
about Neo-Pagans—where they live, what they do for a living, their
political beliefs and activities, and their religious and spiritual
beliefs—are used in our overview of Neo-Paganism. Throughout the
text we have recorded the statistical data in percentages; in some
instances converting frequencies into percentages introduced some
rounding errors, which are never greater than two-tenths of one per-
cent.

What Is Neo-Paganism?

Neo-Pagans define themselves as practicing an earth-based spiritu-
ality. As the religion has no dogma, bureaucracy, or acknowledged
leaders to determine orthodoxy, people can simply declare them-
selves to be Pagans or Witches, as has the respondent quoted at the
beginning of this chapter. Some Neo-Pagans, however, participate in
a rigorous training program through covens or from those Neo-Pagan
organizations that offer courses. Because of the ambiguity of bound-
aries within Neo-Paganism, this process of self-definition does not
result in anyone being excluded or viewed as outside the religion.
However, the disparity in training results in some Neo-Pagans ques-
tioning others’ credentials.

It is possible for each individual to have her or his own brand of
Neo-Paganism. In practice, however, there is a good deal of similar-
ity, as Neo-Pagans share information and ideas on the Internet, at
festivals, and in books and journals (H. Berger 1999a). This means
that on the one hand, it is almost always possible to find at least one
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Neo-Pagan who is the exception to any generalization about the
group. On the other hand, there is a growing similarity in practices,
imagery, and language used in rituals and descriptions of mystical
experiences.

Neo-Pagans can practice alone as solitaries, or as members of a
group—which, among Wiccans, is referred to as a coven—or with a
spiritual partner. Most Neo-Pagans, at least for some period of their
lives, are solitaries. Some people prefer to practice alone, others are
solitaries for a short period when they first enter the religion or when
their coven or group disintegrates. Solitaries can remain connected
to the larger Neo-Pagan community by attending public rituals and
festivals, reading Neo-Pagan magazines, and participating in online
Neo-Pagan chat groups.

For Neo-Pagans, Mother Earth, the seasonal cycle of the year,
and the phases of the moon are all ritually and symbolically impor-
tant. The year is spiritually divided by eight sabbats—ritual celebra-
tions of the season—six weeks apart that are related to the myth of
the changing relationship between the goddess and the god. The
goddess is eternal but changes from maid to mother to crone. The
‘god is born of the goddess at Yule (December 21). He grows to man-
hood and becomes the goddess's consort, the horned god, at Beltane
(May 1), and in the fall (October 31) he dies, to be reborn the next
year. In rituals this mythology is related to the changes that are
occurring in nature and by analogy in individuals’ lives. For example,
at Beltane, when the natural world is in bloom, and according to
Neo-Pagan mythology, the goddess and the god are lovers; there is a
celebration of fertility. The Maypole is danced as a celebration of
sexuality, fertility (of thought and action, not necessarily that which
results in procreation), and growth—in nature and in people’s lives.

The mythology of the changing relationship of goddess and god
has been transfigured by women-only groups to the waxing and wan-
ing of the earth rhythms or a movement from inward to outward
energy (Eller 1993). This alternative mythology is reflected in these
groups’ sabbat rituals. The phases of the moon, which are com-
memorated as the three aspects of the goddess—maid, mother, and
crone—are celebrated as the esabats by both inclusive and women-
only groups.
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The goddess is a central image within Neo-Paganism that can be
spoken of either as a single deity or as many. Some Neo-Pagans
claim that the goddess is not one but that throughout history she has
been given many faces and names by different cultures: The god
force is similarly viewed as multifaceted. Most Neo-Pagans venerate
the goddess or goddesses and the god force or the gods. Some groups,
usually women-only groups, focus completely on the goddess or god-
desses to the exclusion of the gods. Even in groups in which both
the female and male deities are venerated, the goddess is seen as
more important than the gods. Although the deities are regularly
called upon in rituals, it is not inconsistent to be both an atheist and
a Neo-Pagan. Within Neo-Paganism the deities are viewed in several
distinct ways: supernatural beings, forces of nature, symbols, or
aspects internal to each person. Participants are not always consis-
tent in their image of the deities. The same person may speak of the
deities as supernatural beings at one time or as symbols at another.

[t is because dogma is unimportant to Neo-Pagans that the mean-
ing of the deities can diverge among people and groups. Neo-Pagan-
ism is an experiential religion in which having a mystical experience
of the Divine or of infinity is central. The use of drumming, dancing,
and guided meditations in rituals creates altered states of con-
sciousness so that participants can have mystical or magical experi-
ences. It is because the emphasis is on experiencing the Divine, not
dogma or practice, that Neo-Pagans are comfortable borrowing
aspects of rituals and mythology from one another, other cultures,
literature, movies, and science fiction. Pragmatically, Neo-Pagans
suggest, “If it works, use it.” This eclecticism has resulted in some
conflicts over the use of elements of Native American spirituality,
such as sweat lodges, smudging, or the calling of Native American
goddesses or gods into Neo-Pagan circles. Although some Native
Americans choose to share their spiritual teachings with outsiders,
others claim that their religion is being misused and expropriated
(Rose 1992). Some Neo-Pagans are concerned about (and sensitive
to) the issue and refrain from using Native American elements in
their rituals, focusing instead on historical European paganism or
the paganism of other indigenous groups. Others believe they are
using the borrowed elements respectfully and hence are not harming
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Native Americans but honoring them, their traditions, and Mother
Earth. Some Neo-Pagans, furthermore, claim they are part Native
American, or were Native Americans in a previous life and that,
therefore, these rituals or elements thereof are theirs by birthright
(Pike 2001).

Most Neo-Pagan rituals have the same basic format, which is
English in origin. Rituals normally begin with the casting of a circle
to create sacred space. Because most Neo-Pagan rituals occur in
public parks, participants’ living rooms, or rented rooms, the creation
of sacred space from the mundane is important. There are variations
in how the circle is cast. Among Wiccans the space is usually cre-
ated with the use of a ritual knife called an athama. Some women-
only groups create the circle by sending the “energy” from one
person to the next hand to hand around the circle. The specific
chants or words used to consecrate the space vary. Some groups use
the same chant for every ritual; others may change the words or even
the specifics of casting the circle either for different rituals, or based
on who is leading the ritual.

After the circle is cast, the forces or deities of the four directions
are called into the space. Again, the actual words and deities called
vary among groups. The choices of a ritual to follow and the deities
called upon are related to the purpose of the circle. At sabbats there
is normally a reading, an enactment, or a guided meditation that
focuses on the season and the corresponding relationship between
the goddess and the god or for women-only groups, the changing
image of the goddess. Esabats rituals focus on the moon cycles.
Magical energy is raised at rituals through dancing, chanting, or
meditation and cast into the world to enact a change for an individ-
ual or the larger community. These magical workings include such
practices as healing a member of the group, a friend, or relative;
helping someone find a job, an apartment, or a lover; and aiding the
larger community by calling for rain during a drought or helping heal
the rain forest or other endangered natural areas. Such rituals can be
performed in groups or by individuals. Neo-Pagans, even those who
are members of groups, often perform private rituals, particularly if
they have a specific problem that they want either help to overcome
or the psychological strength to endure.
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Neo-Pagans often emphasize the differences in traditions that are
reflected in their rituals, mythology, and beliefs. Although there
clearly are differences, the basic structure of rituals is almost uni-
versal among groups. This universal structure exists because all the
sects stemmed from or were influenced by Wicca as it developed in
England and was transformed in the United States. Furthermore,
most Neo-Pagans read the same books and journals and share infor-
mation at festivals and on the Internet (H. Berger 1999a). As an
experiential religion, the specifics of the ritual are less important
than the effect they have on the participants. Nonetheless, there
are several strands of Neo-Paganism, which are recognized as hav-
ing significant differences in ritual practice and mythology—most
notably women-only groups and some forms of ethnic-specific Neo-
Paganism.

Some scholars have questioned whether Neo-Paganism is a real
religion, because it is playful and lacks such typical religious features
as a dogma, recognized bureaucracies and churches, and an unam-
biguous definition of the deities. Neo-Pagans self-consciously create
rituals and mythology often using bits and pieces from diverse cul-
tures. Many Neo-Pagans simultaneously participate in the rituals
and stand outside of them to the degree that they can reflect on the
- rituals as something that they created. Neo-Pagans often joke about
their own rituals and seem to be taking themselves and their reli-
gious practice with a grain of salt, at the same time viewing their
spiritual practices as serious. Helen Berger (1999a), Loretta Orion
(1995), Melissa Raphael (1996), and Howard Eilberg-Schwartz
(1989) argue that it is the playfulness, emphasis on the individual as
the ultimate authority, and pastiche of rituals that make Neo-Pagan-
ism a religion of its time—Ilate modernity or postmodernity.* All
these authors argue that although Neo-Paganism does not fit the
Judeo-Christian model, it is a religion—one that is reflective of the
historic era in which it developed. |

History of Neo-Paganism

Gerald Gardner is credited with developing the basic principles of
Wicca, or Witchcraft, in the 1940s in Great Britain. He claimed that
he was initiated into a coven of Witches that had survived from
antiquity. His story has been questioned by scholars (Hutton 1999;
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Luhrmann 1989) and academically oriented Neo-Pagans alike (Adler
1986; Kelly 1991). Nonetheless, many contemporary Neo-Pagans
still claim that theirs is the old religion. For some this statement is
figurative. They contend that they are returning to older practices
and to an older form of religion, at the same time acknowledging
that their religion is relatively new. Others quite literally argue that
they are practicing the religion of antiquity that has been secretly
handed down generation to generation in their families or through
their covens. Scholars have found no evidence to support the notion
of an unbroken link between ancient European pagan religions and
modern Neo-Pagan practices (Hutton 1999). The notion of Wicca
being an old religion—or the old religion—is part of the mythology
of this new religion. It is common for new religions to attempt to
gain legitimacy by defining themselves as old. For Neo-Pagans, their
appeal to the past, however, is also part of their critique of the pres-
ent, which they view as too materialistic, lacking a spiritual core, in
disharmony with nature, and one in which there is discord among
people. v

The notion that an ancient fertility religion survived in Europe
until the early modern period was put forth first by Jules Michelet
(1939) and was further developed and popularized by Margaret
Murray (1971), an Egyptologist and folklorist. Both authors argue
that the witch trials that swept through most of Europe in the fif-
teenth through seventeenth centuries were the result of first the
Catholic and subsequently both the Catholic and Protestant churches
attempting to eliminate the last vestiges of the older pagan religion
that had flourished throughout Europe. Murray and Michelet describe
the old pagan religion as a fertility cult and the witches as kindly
individuals, primarily women, who used magic to aid their neigh-
bors. Murray’s writings initially gained widespread acceptance but
were subsequently discredited.” Nonetheless, during the period in
which her work was receiving acclaim, Murray’s image of a pan-
European old fertility religion was absorbed into Wicca in its early
years. She wrote the preface to Gerald Gardner's book Witchcraft
Today (1954), which was published shortly after the 1951 repeal of
the English witchcraft statute. Ronald Hutton (1999), in his history
of contemporary Pagan Witchcraft, describes Margaret Murray as
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the godmother of Wicca. Her analysis of the witch trials helped to
justify the belief in a hidden coven in England that had survived the
witch trials and the spread of Christianity. Clearly, Gardner devel-
oped from her work the notion that the old religion was based on the
cycles of nature in which magic was practiced and in which the god
of the hunt and the goddess of fertility were venerated.

Wicca, according to Hutton, also has a godfather, Aleister Crow-
ley, a ceremonial magician who, with the help of Dion Fortune,
presented a coherent system of magic based on nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century European and American occult practices
(Hutton 1999; Luhrmann 1989).¢ Crowley defines magic as “the art
or science of causing change in conformity with will,” a definition
that is commonly used today within Neo-Pagan circles (Hutton
1999:174). Furthermore, his methods of practicing magic and his
view of magic as a science that manipulates natural forces are the
basis of contemporary Neo-Pagan magical practices. Crowley was a
controversial figure whom some have described as a Satanist, a claim
Hutton disputes.

Although Murray and Crowley are the two most important and
immediate influences on Gardner, they must be understood within
a larger historical and cultural context. There were several trends
within British society that influenced Murray, Crowley, and Gard-
ner, most notably the development of Freemasonry, a growing inter-
est in folklore and the occult, the popularity of Theosophy, and a
history of popular magic in England and Wales (Hutton 1999). The
Freemasons originated in Scotland in the seventeenth century and
flowered in the early eighteenth century in England. By the nine-
teenth century the Freemasons had given rise to a number of secret
societies, each of which believed it preserved and was handing down
knowledge from antiquity. Many of these societies, like the Freema-
sons, used the symbol of the pentagram—a symbol that is now used
by Neo-Pagans. These organizations became particularly important
within British society in the nineteenth century (Hutton 1999).

At the same time that secret societies were popular among men
of all social classes in England, there was a growing interest in the
occult, in part fueled by the growth of Theosophy, a religion that first
developed in the United States in 1875 (Hutton 1999). This religion,
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which was founded in New York City by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky
and Henry Steel Olcott, claims that all religions share a common
base—that is, an understanding and appreciation of the mystical.
Blavatsky argues that Western religions lost much of their mysticism
as they gained in bureaucratic structure. According to Blavatsky;,
Eastern religions more clearly display their mystical basis and hence
the underpinning of all religions. Blavatsky and Olcott were instru-
mental in bringing Eastern mystical practices to the West. They took
these practices out of their cultural context, arguing that they could
be understood as much as a science as a form of spirituality (Webb
1974; Ellwood 1986).

The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, a group that many
consider the direct forerunner of modern Wicca, was developed by
individuals influenced by both the Masonic tradition and Theoso-
phy. The founders of the Golden Dawn asserted that their rituals
and magical practices were based on recently found ancient Rosi-
crucian documents. Like the Theosophists before them, they claimed
to place magical or occult beliefs within a scientific framework.
Unlike previous Masonic orders, the Golden Dawn was open to
both men and women (Hutton 1999). Two of the most famous
members were Dion Fortune and Aleister Crowley (Luhrmann
1989). Like the Golden Dawn, Wicca, as initially developed by
Gardner had elements of a secret society. These elements include
covens being initiatory societies with three degrees of attainment
indicating increased knowledge, rituals that are kept secret, and
practitioners taught a series of allegedly ancient rituals and magical
techniques. Within Wiccan covens in the United States, some ele-
ments of an initiatory society remain, such as the existence of three
degrees of attainment or knowledge. Other aspects of an initiatory
society have been eliminated or modified. Although some groups
still contend that their rituals are secret, in reality few—if any—
seem to be. The growth of “how-to” books by initiated Witches has
resulted in there being very few, if any, secret rituals.

Although the Golden Dawn played an important role in the crea-
tion of Wicca, Hutton places equal importance on two other trends
in English society: the existence of an indigenous magical tradition
that remained alive through the nineteenth century and the growth
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of the romantic movement. Based on the extensive research of folk-
lorists, Hutton concludes that cunning women and men who pre-
formed magic for cures, to find lost objects, or to ensure a good
harvest were common in England through the nineteenth century.
These individuals were, on the whole, Christians who went to
church and did not consider themselves to be practicing an alterna-
tive religion. Hutton conjectures that some contemporary individu-
als who claim to be hereditary Witches may be the descendants of
these folk practitioners. He argues that many of the practices of
these wise women and men have been incorporated into the magi-
cal practices of Wicca. He notes, however, that the folk magical
practices of the rural English population were not part of an organ-
ized religion, and hence these people were not practicing the old
religion. Nonetheless, some Witches may have a family history of
magical practices, including books of charms.

Interest in magical folk practices grew in England with the devel-
opment of romanticism, which looked back to traditional societies as
more authentic and caring than modern industrial society. This
movement also helped change the way the educated elite viewed
ancient and indigenous paganism. In the early part of the nineteenth
century, paganism had been perceived as an inferior religion of primi-
tive peoples. Within romantic literature, to the contrary, paganism of
the classical period became an object of interest and study. It is in
this literature that the triple goddess—maid, mother, and crone—
was conceptualized and developed. In the same literature, Pan, the
god of the hunt, appeared as a major figure. Romantic literature com-
bined with Theosophy’s interest in pagan religions as more authentic
forms of spiritual understanding resulted in the development of a
new and more positive image of paganism. It was in this milieu that
the English Folklore Society developed. Margaret Murray was a
member of this society.

Although Gardner’s rituals, mythology, and magical practices can
all be seen as having roots in earlier movements, he nonetheless cre-
ated something new—a religion that eventually grew, divided into
sects, and was exported to all the English-speaking countries as well
as to Germany, Holland, and France. Although the roots of Neo-
Paganism can be found most immediately in nineteenth-century
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England, the broader appeal of the religion did not manifest ltself
until the twentieth century, as it was in the 1960s and 1970s that
the religion became a large and international movement. The reli-
gion has been changed significantly by its popularity, the develop-

ment of a number of sects in England and the United States, and ...

perhaps most importantly by its growth and transformation in the
United States.

Neo-Paganism in the United States

Raymond Buckland is credited with bringing Wicca to the United
States. Once on American soil, the religion was influenced by a
number of features of American culture in the 1960s and 1970s,
including the growing women’s movement, the counterculture, the
environmental movement, and American individualism. Initially, the
religion in the United States, as in Britain, was composed of groups
in which initiates took a vow of secrecy about their practices and
rituals. Secrecy, hierarchy, and the more formal elements of cere-
monial magic, which were part of Wicca in England, became less
pronounced in the United States. The publication of how-to manu-
als in the United States, which helped to decrease if not eliminate
the secrecy that marked British Wiccan covens, also resulted in the
development of solitary practitioners and of covens that formed

around the reading of these books. In our survey 50.9 percent of the

respondents state that they are currently solitary practitioners.
Although some of these individuals were undoubtedly coven trained,
others were self-initiated. The development and growth of solitary
practitioners has changed the face of Neo-Paganism. Groups that
form after participants read books on the goddess and on creating
covens also have helped to transform this new religion. These groups
on the whole are less formal and less hierarchical than traditional
Wiccan covens.

The link that developed in the United States between feminism
and Witchcraft also has had a profound influence on this new reli-
gion. In 1968 WITCH-—Women'’s International Conspiracy from
Hell—was formed in New York City by Mary Daly and Andrea
Dworkin.” This group, which is possibly best known for hexing the
Pentagon during a protest against the United States’s involvement in
Vietnam, was a political group, not a religious or magical group. The
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hexing was part of political drama that drew media attention to their
cause and was not a serious magical act. The group helped to popu-
larize the theory that the witch trials of the early modern period were
an attack on strong independent women who had continued to prac-
tice the old religion. They also reclaimed the word witch, redefining
it as a term for rebellious, brave, and independent women. Both the
reclaiming of the word and the reinterpretation of the historic witch
trials helped to set the path for the development of women-only
Witchcraft groups.

The Susan B. Anthony coven, the first women-only Witchcraft
group, was formed in California in 1971 by Zsuzsanna Budapest, a
Hungarian immigrant, and six other women. Although she claimed
that she brought the religion with her from Hungary, it is clear that
Budapest was influenced by other sources, including Gardner’s
Wicca and WITCH. In creating a feminist form of Witchcraft,
Budapest took the basic structure of Gardner's rituals and mythol-
ogy and changed them to exclude men. Wicca, as it came from Eng-
land, requires the balancing of male and female polarities in rituals
and involves the veneration of the gods and goddesses. Witchcraft as
developed by Budapest, and as it is still practiced by women-only
groups, acknowledges the goddess to the exclusion of the gods, or
god force. Polarity is not viewed as necessary—or even desirable—
for rituals (Eller 1993).

Budapest viewed Witchcraft as a feminist form of spirituality that
directly attacks what she defines as patriarchal religions. From the
WITCH manifesto Budapest took and further developed the mythol-
ogy of an ancient, pre-Christian pagan religion in which the goddess
was worshiped in her triple aspect, women were the central organ-
izers, and all people lived in concert with one another (Eller 1993).
Budapest’s vision might have remained obscure and confined to the
West Coast of the United States if it were not for her arrest and con-
viction for fortune telling, which brought her national attention
when the story was picked up by the press. MS. magazine presented
her as a martyr for feminist spirituality. Publication of her book The
Holy Book of Women's Mysteries in 1979 furthermore made her
coven'’s teachings available to women throughout the English-speak-
ing world (Griffin 2003).
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Budapest was a major figure in the creation of what came to be
called Dianic, or separatist, Witchcraft, but she was not alone.
Women in her original coven were also part of this movement, as
were other women throughout the United States who independently
created links between feminism and Wicca (Eller 1993). For exam-
ple, Ruth Rhiannon Barrett, one of the women in Budapest’s origi-
nal coven, created Circle of Aradia, which provides classes and open
rituals to women in the general public. In Wisconsin the Reformed
Congregation of Goddess-International (RCG) was formed in 1984
to provide women with training in goddess spirituality. Today the
RCG furnishes training in seven states and Washington, D.C., for
women who want to become priestesses in the Dianic tradition
(Griffin 2003).

Dianics are a small percentage of Witches and Neo-Pagans but
have had an important influence on the development of the religion
in the United States and abroad through their emphasis on the links
between feminism and Witchcraft. Traditional Wicca as presented
by Gardner had within it both the seeds of questioning traditional
gender roles and the incorporation of an essentialist and romanti-
cized notion of womanhood and manhood. It was in the United
States that this religion became more clearly and openly feminist.
Many of the people attracted to this religion were women seeking a
female face to the Divine as part of their feminism. Some of these
women became Dianics; others joined more traditional covens that
were inclusive of men and women.

Starhawk, the most widely read Witch in the English language,
serves as an important bridge between more traditional Wicca and
Dianics because she incorporates both strains into her vision of the
religion. Her first book, The Spiral Dance (1979), which provides rit-
uals, information on forming and running covens, and the mythology
of the new religion, is one of the first books on practicing Witchcraft.
Unlike the Dianics, Starhawk is not a separatist. The group she
helped to found in San Francisco is inclusive of both men and
women. Her popular books have helped to influence the Witchcraft
movement in the United States and ultimately throughout the
English-speaking world. Starhawk not only incorporates a strong
feminist perspective, which places greater emphasis on the goddess
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than the god force, but also advocates direct political action for envi-
ronmental, gay and lesbian, and women’s issues (Hutton 1999).

Although there are links between inclusive and women-only
Witchceraft groups, tensions also exist. Some individuals who prac-
tice traditional Wicca object to the elimination of polarity within
women-only groups. In turn, some members of women-only groups
are concerned about the sexism that they believe is displayed by
male Witches and Neo-Pagans (Jencson 1998). Nonetheless, there
is a growing interaction among Neo-Pagan groups at festivals where
they participate in each other’s rituals, teach, or attend workshops
on preparing rituals, running covens, or performing magic. These
gatherings, which have grown in number and popularity, provide an
arena for Neo-Pagans to meet one another and share information.
They also provide a venue for the religion to homogenize—as indi-
viduals learn ritual and magical practices from one another—and for
Neo-Pagans to question each other’s and their own gender roles and
life-style choices. The Internet provides another avenue for Neo-
Pagans to find one another and to discuss rituals, practices, and ethi-
cal issues (H. Berger 1999a).

The women-only groups that grew out of traditional Wicca have,
in turn, influenced the way in which Wicca is practiced in the
United States and to a lesser degree in the rest of the English-speak-
ing world. Nonetheless, women-only groups remain distinct from
inclusive groups by focusing on the mythology of a matriarchal pre-
history, having a less formal ritual structure, and excluding men.
Other traditions, such as that of the Druids and the Odinists, also
distinguish themselves from Wiccans or Dianics by re-creating the
pagan practices of a particular European country or region.

On the Margins of Neo-Paganism

Because Neo-Paganism is an amorphous religion in which there are
no clear criteria of membership, it is difficult to speak of anyone or
any group who claims membership as being outside the religion.
Nonetheless, in speaking about their religion, most Neo-Pagans dis-
tinguish themselves from Satanists, New Agers, and those who are
intolerant of diversity. For that reason we are surprised to find a small
percentage of respondents who identify themselves as Satanists and
New Agers. Among Neo-Pagans whose spiritual path is based on a
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particular European tradition, Odinists, who are also called Hea-
thens, have raised the most controversy because a segment of this
group are neo-Nazis. A closer look at these three groups, that is,
Odinists, Satanists, and New Agers, will permit us to explore the
margins and hence the borders of Neo-Paganism.

Odinists

Odinists venerate the Old Norse and Germanic warrior gods and
fertility goddesses. Although most Odinists in the United States are
not neo-Nazis or racists, there are neo-Nazi groups who self-define
as Odinists. These groups are currently reviving Nazi Aryan pagan-
ism and its racial agenda. Kaplan (1996) documents the growth of
Odinists in the United States and the link between one branch’s his-
tory and ideology with older Nazi literature. He notes that there is a
division between Odinists, who are drawn to Nazi ideology, and
those who are responding to “an awakening of childhood memories,”
which was created by popular children’s books of the 1950s and
1960s (Kaplan 1996:197). Kaplan claims that the latter are not
racists and are more likely to be members of the Asatra Alliance.

Based on his qualitative research, Kaplan estimates that there are
between five hundred and one thousand members of the Asatrd
Alliance. He notes that most Odinists are men with a college edu-
cation who work in a variety of blue- and white-collar professions.
We received sixty responses from individuals who identify them-
selves as Odinists. Our data support Kaplan's conclusions. We find
that Odinists are predominately male (65 percent men and 35 per-
cent women), which is the reverse of what we see in the larger Neo-
Pagan community. The majority of Odinists in our survey reports
that they have completed college, although they are somewhat less
likely than other Neo-Pagans to either have completed or to be
attending graduate school (19 percent of Odinists are in or have
completed graduate school as compared with 26 percent of Neo-
Pagans). The median income for Odinists is between twenty and
thirty thousand dollars, ten thousand less than the median income
of Neo-Pagans.

Harvey (1997), whose research is centered in Europe, agrees with
Kaplan that there is a range of political views among Odinists. The
neo-Nazis are at one end of the spectrum. Closer to the center are
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Odinists who are not neo-Nazis but who still “object strongly to
multi-culturalism and the blend of cultures and traditions caused by
the mix of peoples in the contemporary world” (Harvey 1997:65). At
the other end of the spectrum are those who view their spirituality
as one among many and are opposed to any ethnic group being por-
trayed as superior to others. Harvey claims that although there is
variation, Odinists tend to be more politically and socially conserva-
tive than other Neo-Pagans. Qur research substantiates this claim,
although it must be noted, as shown in chapter 2, that most Neo-
Pagans are more liberal than the general American population.
Therefore, although Odinists are more conservative than other Neo-
Pagans, they are still relatively liberal.

In addition to asking respondents’ political party affiliation, our
survey includes two sets of questions about their political views, the
first of which were adopted from the GSS. The first set asks respon-
dents to comment on government spending for a series of social
problems. The second set questions how strongly the respondents
agree or disagree with a series of statements pertaining to gender
and sexual preference equity. The most popular party affiliation is
Democratic, with 43 percent of the general Neo-Pagan population
and 26 percent of Odinists claiming to be registered Democrats.
The second most popular designation is Independent, with 28 per-
cent Neo-Pagans and 24 percent of Odinists in this category. Repub-
licans are third, with 7 percent of Neo-Pagans and 15 percent of
Odinists reporting that they are members of this party.

In responding to questions about government spending, Odinists
on the whole support traditional liberal causes, although not as
strongly as the general Neo-Pagan population. Odinists do not pres-
ent themselves, in our study, as racists. For example, 36 percent of
Neo-Pagans and 39 percent of Odinists claim that too little money
is being spent on improving conditions of African Americans in the
United States. We would expect any group that is disproportionately
composed of racists to view the government as spending too much
money on solving the problems of African Americans.

Similarly, on issues of sexual orientation and gender equality,
Odinists report being somewhat more conservative than the gen-
eral Neo-Pagan population but, nonetheless, are still quite liberal.






TABLE 1: Comparison of Political Opinions of the General Neo-Pagan
Population (GNPP) and Odinists on Issues of Gender Equality and
Sexual Orientation

There Should Be an Equal Rights Amendment

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
Strongly disagree 1.5 4.3 0.0
Disagree 1.2. 2.9 0.0
Qualified disagree 2.0 4.3 0.0
No opinion 5.3 5.8 8.3
Qualified agree 7.7 10.1 0.0
Agree 17.1 14.5 0.0
Strongly agree 63.6 53.6 75.0
No response 1.5 4.3 16.7

Women Should Not Be Included in the Draft

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
Strongly disagree 22.8 31.9 8.3
Disagree 20.5 20.3 _ 16.7
Qualified disagree 17.9 11.6 8.3
No opinion 10.5 4.3 25.0
Qualified agree 9.3 11.6 8.3
Agree 7.1 5.8 0.0
Strongly agree 9.6 11.6 8.3

No response 2.4 2.9 25.0
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Same-Sex Marriage Should Be Legal

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
Strongly disagree 1.6 4.3 0.0
Disagree 0.9 2.9 0.0
Qualified disagree 0.9 1.4 0.0
No opinion 6.1 14.5 0.0
Qualified agree 5.3 4.3 8.3
Agree 24.1 24.6 16.7
Strongly agree 60.4 47.8 58.3
No response 0.7 0.0 16.7

There Should Be Preferential Hiring of Women

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
Strongly disagree 14.1 23.2 16.7
Disagree 17.7 21.7 8.3

" Qualified disagree 20.9 13.0 0.0
No opinion 7.2 14.5 8.3
Qualified agree 20.8 18.8 33.3
Agree 7.7 2.9 0.0
Strongly agree 10.4 | 4.3 8.3
No response 1.2 1.4 25.0

Wowmen in the Military Should Be Included in Combat Positions

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
Strongly disagree 4.3 1.4 0.0
Disagree 2.7 1.4 0.0

Qualified disagree 5.8 43 0.0
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TABLE 1 (continued)

Women in the Military Should Be Included in Combat Positions

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
No opinion 8.6 _ 8.7 8.3
Qualified agree 23.0 23.2 16.7
Agree 29.6 20.3 25.0
Strongly agree 24.5 37.7 25.0
No response 1.5 2.9 25.0

There Should Be Nondiscrimination on the Basis of Sexual Preference

Response Non-Odinist GNPP % Odinist % No Response %
Strongly disagree 0.8 4.3 0.0
Disagree 0.7 2.9 0.0
Qualified disagree 1.2 0.0 0.0
No opinion 2.3 1.4 0.0
Qualified agree 4.9 10.1 8.3
Agree 21.6 27.5 0.0
Strongly agree 67.4 50.7 75.0
No response 1.0 2.9 16.7

Odinists support same-sex marriage, gays in the military, and the
Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), although by a smaller percentage
than in the general Neo-Pagan community. Odonists give even
weaker support for preferential hiring to redress previous discrimi-
nation for women than does the general Neo-Pagan population.
They give stronger support, however, for women being included
in the draft and women in the military being included in combat
positions (see table 1). Our data on the whole supports Harvey’s
assertion that Odinists are more conservative than the larger Neo-
Pagan community, although the difference in the United States is
extremely small. Clearly, Odinists who responded to our survey are
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not neo-Nazis or even right wing. Nonetheless, the existence of neo-
Nazi Neo-Pagans has the potential of challenging the flexibility of
boundaries within this new religion. Margot Adler, a journalist and
Wiccan high priestess, contends that Neo-Pagans “embrace the val-
ues of spontaneity, nonauthoritarianism, anarchism, pluralism, poly-
theism, animism, sensuality, passion, a belief in the goodness of
pleasure, in religious ecstasy, and in the goodness of this world, as
well as the possibility of many others. They have abandoned the ‘sin-
gle vision’ for a view that upholds the richness of myth and symbol”
(1986:179-80). Neo-Nazis, whether Pagan or Christian, would not
embrace most of these values. Many Neo-Pagans, like the Theo-
sophists, believe that all spiritual paths are valid and provide an
avenue to the Divine. But can this belief include neo-Nazis? The
general openness to difference that is celebrated by Neo-Pagans
makes it difficult to create clear boundaries of who is and who is not
a Neo-Pagan. The small number of neo-Nazis within the Neo-Pagan
movement makes the issue unimportant at this time. But if the
number of neo-Nazis grows, or if the group gains negative publicity,
the issue of who is and who is not to be considered a Neo-Pagan may
become more pressing.

Satanists

The link created between witchcraft and Satanism in the historic
witch trials during the early modern period of Europe and colonial
America continues to influence popular images of contemporary
Witchceraft.®? To counteract these images, Witches and Neo-Pagans
usually differentiate themselves quite forcefully from Satanists. One
respondent to our survey states: “To believe in Satan one must first
believe in the Christian worldview . . . as the concept of Satan is
directly related to the Judeo-Christian (and their off shoots’) con-
cepts of duality of Good vs. Evil. Satanism is therefore a subset of
Christianity and not a ‘Pagan’ religion” (Survey 1524). Another res-
pondent agreeing that Satanism is an offshoot of Christianity adds:
“Allowing Satanists to affiliate themselves with us simply because
they work magic (which many people with no connection to Pagan-
ism do) is in the end detrimental to our efforts to show the Christ-
ian dominated public that we are as selfless and spiritually benign as
the rest of them. Therefore, they [Satanists] should not even be
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included in this and future Pagan surveys” (1558). Most of our survey
participants agree with the sentiments of these two respondents.
When asked if Satanism can be a valid form of Paganism, 79.9 per-
cent of our respondents say no, with 56.6 percent strongly disagree-
ing. Only 12 percent state that Satanism may be a valid Neo-Pagan
path, with most (6.9 percent) of those giving a qualified agreement
(8.1 percent have no opinion, and 2 percent do not answer this ques-
tion). One respondent who is in the minority of supporting Satanism
as a valid path offers the opinion, “If we look upon Satanism as a non-
valid form of Paganism or a non-acceptable religion then doesn't reli-
gious tolerance fly out the window? If we pick and choose what
we feel people can believe then doesn’t that make ‘us’ as bad as
‘them,” whoever ‘them’ may be?” (Survey 2640). For this respondent,
the openness of Neo-Pagans’ boundaries is a central issue, one requir-
ing that no spiritual path be excluded—even Satanism. We received
more written comments on the issue of the appropriateness of includ-
ing Satanist within the umbrella of Neo-Pagans than on any other sin-
gle issue other than the survey itself. Almost all of these comments
maintain that Satanism is not a valid Neo-Pagan spiritual path.

In all, we received twenty-six surveys from individuals who define
themselves as Satanists, which represents only 0.01 percent of our
respondents. Although those who identify themselves as Satanists
are a very small minority of our sample, it is interesting that we
received any responses at all from these individuals. Studies of con-
temporary Satanists such as LaVey’s Church of Satan conclude that
these groups celebrate selfishness, self-interest, and an extreme
form of individualism but are neither harmful nor particularly fright-
ening (Moody 1974; Alfred 1976; Bambridge 1978). The portrait of
Satanists created by our statistics is that of a group of dispropor-
tionately young white men who are well educated, employed, and in
stable relationships. The greatest percentage of this group live in
urban or suburban areas. The group differentiates itself most clearly
from the larger American population and even the more sexually
experimental Neo-Pagan population by having 45 percent of its
members self-describe as homosexual or bisexual. Like the Odinists,
this group is most likely to be composed of men (65 percent of
Satanist in our sample are men). The group is politically active, votes

&0






The Pagan Census, Neo-Paganism, and Neo-Pagans / 23

in elections, works in political campaigns, and participates in direct
political action, such as protests. Satanists are as likely to be regis-
tered as Independents as they are to be Democrats (31 percent).
Twelve percent of Satanists are Republicans.

Satanists express even stronger support for issues of sexual orien-
tation or gender equity than the general Neo-Pagan population.
Although such issues are difficult to gauge in our survey, we find no
indication that Satanists are particularly self-interested or individu-
alistic. For example, in response to questions about government
spending, they are more likely than Neo-Pagans to support money
being spent on education, the environment, and improving condi-
tions for African Americans.

The Satanists who answered our survey may not be typical of all
Satanists. Those who chose to respond to the survey are sufficiently
within Neo-Pagan circles to have access to and self-identified enough
with Neo-Paganism to participate in The Pagan Census. Although
those Satanists who answered our survey distinguish themselves in
some ways from the larger Neo-Pagan community, most notably by
having more men and more homosexual members, their political and
social beliefs are not appreciably different from the larger Neo-Pagan
community. Our data do not permit us to say what being a Satanist
means specifically to members of this group. Do they, for instance,
actually worship Satan and the forces of evil? Or do they view Satan
as a pagan god who has been maligned by two thousand years of
Christian writings?

The New Age

The New Age and Neo-Paganism are often categorized together, as
participants in both religions- share a mystical worldview, an interest
in rituals from other cultures—particularly those of indigenous
peoples—a desire to develop their psychic abilities, a belief in the
divinity of the individual, a notion of personal responsibility for the
environment, and an emphasis on personal growth as developed in
the Human Potential movement (York 1995; Heelas 1996). Some
Neo-Pagans have entered the religion from New Age movement. As
one respondent to our survey states, “I've come to explore the Pagan
movement (Neo-Pagan, Wicca, etc) through an ongoing interest in
the New-Age movement. It was through New Age seminars and the
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like that I found myself drifting to something else a little more
grounded” (Survey 3019). Members of both groups tend to be inter-
ested in many of the same techniques, such as astral projection, div-
ination, drumming, and drum making. Those involved in the New
Age normally pay to learn these techniques at New Age centers,
bookstores or other venues. Traditionally among Wiccans and within
some other Neo-Pagan traditions, these techniques were taught for
free within the coven or group. Although coven training still remains
free, there are now more Witches and other Neo-Pagans who are
teaching courses at occult bookstores or adult education centers for
a fee. Nonetheless, the cost of these courses, on the whole, is less
than similar ones at New Age centers. The differences between the
two groups, however, are more significant than the cost of lessons.
New Agers, unlike Neo-Pagans, do not necessarily follow the wheel
of the year nor venerate alternative deities. Furthermore, there is no
coven or group tradition within the New Age movement.

There are 204 respondents (9.8 percent of our sample) whose pri-
mary identification is as members of the New Age. Shoshanah Feher
(1992) and James Lewis (1992) contend that asking individuals to
identify themselves with the New Age movement is not useful,
because many deny the label while adhering to New Age beliefs—
including planetary consciousness, holistic healing, and Karma. As
Lewis notes, some New Agers are dropping the label, which they
believe has become viewed negatively in the press and by the gen-
eral population. However, those respondents to The Pagan Census
who claim to be New Agers do accept the label.

Although New Agers and Neo-Pagans can be seen as distinct
groups in terms of their spiritual worldview, we find that the New
Agers are very similar to Neo-Pagans demographically. New Agers
differentiate themselves from New-Pagans by being somewhat less
likely to be married or to have children. Among those who report
having children, New Agers are less likely to claim that they are
training their children to follow their spiritual path.

One respondent, who self-identifies as a member of the New Age,
remarks, “I enjoy very much my involvement with the Pagan com-
munity but many of my beliefs conflict with the Pagans, specifi-
cally my ‘New Age’ tendencies which are really held in contempt [by
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Neo-Pagans]—so I am forced to keep my mouth shut at times so as
not to go against the grain” (Survey 1882).

Michael York notes that although Neo-Pagans see overlaps
between their spiritual practices and those of the New Age, they also
view these paths as distinct. In reviewing a survey conducted by the
Pagan Spirit Alliance, he describes the negative images of the New
Age presented by Neo-Pagans. “It [the New Age] is considered more
expensive, more superficial (its roots being less deep), commercial,
consumerist, fraudulent, spiritual marketing schemes, a Yuppie phe-
nomenon, gameplaying for shock value, mostly Christian, more gen-
eralized, undisciplined, insensitive, ungrounded and seeking a quick
fix, the instant answer” (York 1995:157). Although negative notions
of the New Age exist, these are not universal among the Neo-Pagans
in our survey. We asked our respondents the degree to which they
agree or disagree with the statement “Witches and Pagans should
actively seek connections with the New Age’ community.” As seen
in table 2, we find that our respondents are almost equally split
among those having no opinion, those agreeing to some degree, and
those disagreeing to some degree. Slightly more (36.9 percent) of
our respondents support than disapprove (30.8 percent) of links
being made between Neo-Paganism and the New Age. Neo-Pagans
continue to distance themselves from the New Age movement,
viewing their own spiritual path as more serious, more rigorous,
and more clearly differentiated from the Judeo-Christian tradition.
Nonetheless, our data suggest that there is some interest among a
notable portion of Neo-Pagans in exploring similarities and develop-
ing connections with the New Age movement.

A Demographic View of Neo-Pagans

The portrait of Neo-Pagans in statistical studies portray a group that
is disproportionately composed of white middle-class women,
although it has been noted that men participate in significant num-
bers as well. Our research supports this raw outline but helps to
modify and develop it. Danny Jorgensen and Scott Russell (1999),
Loretta Orion (1995), and Margot Adler (1986) conducted their sur-
vey research at festivals, which appear to provide a natural venue for
the distribution of questionnaires. To ensure that a geographically
diverse population be reached, each of these studies distributed
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TABLE 2: Attitudes toward the New Age

Response %

Strongly disagree 5.1
Disagree 11.7
Qualified disagree 14.0
No opinion 30.1
Qualified agree 19.8
Agree 11.8
Strongly agree 5.3
No response 2.2

surveys at several festivals in different parts of the United States.
However, by relying on festivals for the distribution of surveys, these
surveyors may have biased their samples. In our survey we find that
51 percent of respondents had not attended a festival in the previ-
ous year. Jorgensen and Russell speculate that the most committed
members are the ones who attend festivals. However, our survey
data indicate that men are more likely to attend festivals and to
attend more of them per year than are women. We find a number of
potentially important differences between those Neo-Pagans who
report attending festivals and those who do not. Those who hold
graduate degrees are more likely to attend festivals than those who
are less educated. Never-married and legally married Neo-Pagans
are less likely to attend festivals than those who are divorced, living
with their lovers, or ritually married. Solitaries—that is, those who
practice alone—are least likely to attend festivals while those who
work in groups or with one partner are most likely to attend festivals.

Our survey received the largest return. As previously noted, we
received 2,089 responses. Jorgensen and Russell distributed 2,123
surveys at eleven gatherings of which 643, approximately one-third,
were returned. Orion does not disclose how many surveys she dis-
tributed at festivals throughout the United States for which she
received 189 responses. Adler distributed 450 questionnaires at three
festivals and received 195. Although each survey asks somewhat
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different questions, there are sufficient similarities to profitably com-
q p Y
pare our research to previous studies.

Age, Gender, Sexual Orientation, and Martial Status and
Cohabitation

As seen in table 3, most Neo-Pagans report being between the ages
of twenty and forty-nine with the greatest frequency being reported
between the ages of thirty and thirty-nine. Jorgensen and Russell
(1999), the only other study to report ages for Neo-Pagans, similarly
find that most Neo-Pagans are between the ages of twenty-six and
forty-one. The difference between our and Jorgensen and Russell’s
findings can be attributed to differences in the way the ages are clus-
tered. To be consistent, we use the same age clusters as the GSS.
Both our study and Jorgensen and Russell’s study, however, indicate
that there are more adults practicing Neo-Paganism than adoles-
cents or people in their early twenties.

Like previous studies, we find that Neo-Pagans are dispropor-
tionately female: 64.8 percent of our sample are women, 33.9 per-
cent are men, and 1.3 percent do not answer this question. Jorgensen

TABLE 3: Age Distribution

Age N %

8-9 2 0.1
10—19 72 3.6
20-29 582 29.1
30-39 685 34.3
40-49 490 24.5
50-59 157 7.9
60—69 42 2.1
70-79 4 0.2
80 and older 0 0.0
No response 56 2.7

Total 2,089 100.0
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and Russell’'s sample is composed of 56.8 percent women, 42.3 per-
cent men, with 9 percent not answering. Similarly, Orion’s sample is
composed of 58 percent females, 38 percent males, and 4 percent
who identify themselves as androgynous. The disparity between
men’s and women'’s participation can be explained by more women
than men being drawn to the celebration of the feminine divine. Jor-
gensen and Russell note that some well-known Neo-Pagans, such as
Margot Adler, Dennis Carpenter, and Selena Fox, suggest that men
are entering the religion at almost as high a rate as women. Some of
the statistical differences between men’s and women’s rates of par-
ticipation can be explained by the existence of all-women groups
that exclude men. Our data on Wiccan groups, which are tradi-
tionally composed of women and men, indicate a disparity of parti-
cipation between men and women, albeit less than in the general
Neo-Pagan population. Within these groups 58.9 percent are female,
39.7 percent are male, and 1.3 percent do not answer the question.
Although men do report participating in significant numbers, even
in inclusive groups, they remain a minority. This is consistent with
research on other religions, which indicate that women have a
higher rate of religious participation than men (Chaves 1997, Wal-
lace 1992).

Neo-Pagans have been characterized as culturally and sexually
experimental. In her survey, Orion finds that 61 percent of Neo-
Pagans are heterosexual, 11 percent homosexual and 28 percent
bisexual. In our study we find that 67.8 percent of the population are
heterosexual, 4.8 percent lesbians, 4.5 percent gay men, and 19 per-
cent bisexual. The large number of bisexual respondents in both
studies is an indication of Neo-Pagans’ openness to alternatives—
including sexual alternatives.

Over half of the Neo-Pagans in our sample are in stable relation-
ships. As seen in table 4, one-third of our respondents are legally
married, another 4.8 percent are handfasted (that is, ritually but not
legally married), and another 13.8 percent are cohabiting. Only nine
people state that they participate in a group marriage. A large number
of respondents, 41.2 percent, have children. The picture drawn by
these statistics is of a group whose members—although sexually
experimental—are living in stable relationships and in which a large
proportion of the population are parents.
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TABLE 4: Marital Status

Status N %

Never married A 545 26.1
Married legally 696 33.3
Married ritually 100 4.8
Live with lover 288 13.8
Divorced 318 15.2
Widow/er 20 1.0
Separated 51 2.4
Group marriage 9 0.4
Other 36 1.7
No response 26 1.2

Ethnicity and Geography
Our study, like all previous research on Neo-Paganism, finds that
most Neo-Pagans are Caucasian (see table 5). The second most
common designation is Native American. Because of their earth-
based spirituality and polytheism, Native American spirituality is of
popular interest among Neo-Pagans. This interest may result in
some respondents choosing to self-define as Native American even
if they are not registered with a known tribe. The Neo-Pagan move-
ment does not have many African American or Latina/Latino partici-
pants. African Americans and Latinas/Latinos who are drawn to
magical polytheistic religions usually join Yorba (or, as it is also
called, Santeria), an Afro-Caribbean religion. There are attempts
among Neo-Pagans to reach out to members of both the Yorba and
Voodoo communities. These attempts have met with some success,
but on the whole all three religions remain distinct and separate.
Like previous studies, we find that the largest proportion of Neo-
Pagans lives in metropolitan areas. Orion reports that 81 percent of
her sample live in urban or suburban areas. Because previous stud-
ies indicate that Neo-Pagans are primarily urbanites or suburbanites,
Jorgensen and Russell do not include a question about residential
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TABLE 5: Race

Race N %
White 1,896 - 90.8
African American/Black 5 0.2
Asian 5 0.2
Native American 19 0.9
Hispanic or Latino 15 0.7
Other 50 2.4
No response 99 0.2

area. About half of our respondents are urban or suburban dwellers.
A considerable proportion (16.6 percent) reports that they live either
in a secluded area or in a rural community. Another 13.5 percent
describe their place of residence as a large town. Residential pat-
terns of Neo-Pagan are reflective of those of other Americans, most
of whom live in greater metropolitan areas. Although our study does
not negate the view that Neo-Paganism is largely an urban and sub-
urban phenomenon, it does suggest that Neo-Paganism is not a reli-
gion that is shunned by those who live close to nature, which is
suggested frequently.

Neo-Pagans report living throughout the United States. Multiple
formats can be used to divide the country and the states into regions.
We follow the format used by the GSS, so that we can compare not
only differences among Neo-Pagans but also how those differences
correspond to the regional ones reported in the GSS. The nine
regions used by the GSS with the states that are included in each
region in rank order and with the percentage of respondents we
received from each are:

1. Pacific: Alaska, California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington
(22.8 percent)

2. South Atlantic: Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North
Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, West Virginia, Washington,
D.C. (16.7 percent)
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3. East North Central: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Wiscon-
sin (14.6 percent)

4. New England: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New
Hampshire, Rhode Island, Vermont (13.5 percent)

5. Middle Atlantic: New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania (12.8 per-
cent)

6. Mountain: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho Montana, Nevada, New
Mexico, Utah, Wyoming (7.8 percent)

7. West South Central: Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas (5.8
percent)

8. West North Central: Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri,
Nebraska, North Dakota (3.9 percent)

9. East South Central: Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee
(2.3 percent)

Although Neo-Pagans live throughout the United States, some
areas have a larger density of Neo-Pagans.

Socioeconomic Characteristics

The median income level of our respondents is between $30,001
and $40,000. This level is equivalent to the national average for the
United States, which since 1989 has been in the mid-$30,000 a year
range (United States Census Bureau 2001). This average is some-
what surprising, because Neo-Pagans on the whole have higher edu-
cation levels than the general American population. Only 7.8
percent of Neo-Pagans report having a high school education or less.
This education level can be compared with the general American
population in which 51 percent have no more than a high school
education (Jorgensen and Russell 1999:332). Scholars who previ-
ously note this disparity between educational attainment and
income among Neo-Pagans suggest that they are underemployed,
possibly because of their greater interest in self or spiritual develop-
ment than in career advancement. However, another interpretation
is possible. Both nationally and in our survey, women, on the average,
earn less than men. The median income of women in our survey
is between $20,001 and $30,000, as compared with men, whose
income is $40,001 to $50,000. The greater proportion of women
within the religion helps to explain at least some of the apparent
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TABLE 6: Education Level

o0

Level N %
Less than high school 50 2.4
High school diploma 113 5.4
Some college 531 25.4
College diploma 534 25.6
Professional or technical school 243 11.6
Postgraduate work 239 11.4
Postgraduate degree 333 15.9
Other 33 1.6
No response 13 0.6

disparity between education level and income. Furthermore, we find
that 16 percent who answered the question list their primary occu-
pation as student, the most commonly chosen occupational listing.
Another 7.4 percent list their primary occupation as homemaker.
Both students and homemakers would be expected to have no or low
incomes (see table 7).

The second most popular employment designation is a profes-
sional within the computer industry. This response corresponds to
Adler’s and Jorgensen and Russell's findings. Orion, to the contrary,
finds most Neo-Pagans to be in the healing or helping professions.
Although these professions rank much lower in our results, if added
together, therapists, nurses and social workers are the third most
common designation. There does not, however, appear to be a clear
pattern of Neo-Pagans in the healing professions in our data. Other
professions could just as easily be grouped together to give a very dif-
ferent picture; for example, professions that use creative arts or that
require the use of mathematics.

Marginal Religion: Mainstream Participants

Some scholars eschew the term new religion and instead suggest
that religions, such as Neo-Paganism, be referred to as marginal reli-
gions or what Robert Ellwood (1979) calls excursus religions. The






TaBLE 7: Occupation

Rank Occupation N Nearest whole %

1 Student/Graduate student 192 16

2 Computer (mgr./prog./analyst) 118 10

3 Editor/Writer, etc. 91 8

4 Homemaker/Housewife/Mother 88 7

5 Teacher/Professor . 87 7

6 &tist 52 4

7 Counselor/Therapist/Psychologist 47 4

8 Registered nurse 46 4

9 Administrator/Assistant 40 3

10 Business owner/Self-employed 38 3
11 Secretary 37 3
12 Sales 36 3
Ti13 Clerk : 35 3
T13 Retired 35 3
15 Cook/Chef 25 2
16 Unemployed 24 2
17 Owner, Wiccan Supplies 23 2
18 Librarian 22 2
T19 Director (orgs.) 20 2
T19 Massage therapist 20 2
21 Customer service 19 2
T22 Accountant 18 2
T22 Social worker 18 2
24 Graphic artist/Designer 17 1
T25 Engineer 16 1
T25 Office administrator 16 1

T25 Technician 16 1
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alternative terminology is used to deemphasize the age of the reli-
gion and instead focus on the religion’s status as outside the main-
stream. As shown in this chapter, Neo-Paganism, which has its
origins in England, developed from several spiritual and intellectual
traditions within the West, including a history of Masonic lodges,
occult or magical practices, the romantic movement in art and liter-
ature, and an interest in folklore and indigenous cultures. The reli-
gion gained its first adherents in the United States among feminists,
environmentalists, and those searching for alternative spiritual expe-
riences during the late 1960s and early 1970s. In return, the religion
has been transformed in the United States, influenced by the move-
ments from which it drew adherents and by American individualism.
The religion is continuing to draw new members, particularly among
the young. Despite having its origins within several strands of West-
ern culture and tradition, Neo-Paganism is a marginal religion, one
that counters the style of worship, practices, and beliefs that are
common in mainline churches and synagogues.

The image of participants in this new religion painted by our
demographic data is of a group that is not outside the mainstream.
Participants are highly educated, primarily white, and disproportion-
ately female. A large proportion is composed of undergraduate or
graduate students. Most Neo-Pagans are in stable relationships, and
over 40 percent are parents. Neo-Pagans work in a variety of occu-
pations, although they are most likely to be computer programmers
or analysts. Half of all Neo-Pagans live in greater metropolitan and
suburban areas, but the other half live in towns or rural settings.
Neo-Paganism is a minority religion, but its adherents, as we have
shown, are demographically mainstream.






SpIRITUAL PAaTHS, FORMS OF
PRrRACTICE, AND REGIONAL VARIATIONS

Pagan is a term that denotes a variety of spiritual paths and traditions
that spring from history and mythology and differ from the major
monotheistic religions. No “policy” statement can encompass all
groups and beliefs except that we stand together to be allowed true

religious freedom, acceptance, and recognition. (Survey 1779)

The image of diversity of religious practice is a central belief among
Neo-Pagans, as is the notion that different spiritual paths have dif-
ferent histories and mythologies. Although sharing many similarities,
Neo-Pagans differentiate themselves from one another by the spiri-
tual path, or tradition, they belong to and whether they choose to
practice alone, with one partner, or in a group. Geographic differ-
ences, for Neo-Pagans as for all Americans, are also often viewed as
being reflected in differences in attitudes and practices.

As noted in chapter 1, Neo-Pagans pride themselves on the amor-
phous boundaries of their religion. The terms spiritual path, or tra-
dition, instead of sect, is normally used by Neo-Pagans to denote
differences of spiritual and magical practice and mythology among
practitioners, as the term spiritual path permits the possibility of
some individuals having unique paths that differ from all others.
Throughout this chapter we will refer to different forms of Neo-
Paganism as sects, although the term as noted by Michael York
(1995) is imperfect for describing Neo-Paganism. By using this term,
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we do not mean to imply that these different forms of Neo-Pagan-
ism completely fit the definition of sect as presented by Max Weber,
Ernst Troeltsch (1960), and other scholars who have since attempted
to refine this term. However, no other term is as useful for our pur-
poses. Spiritual path remains too vague, as it connotes both individ-
ual practices and those of groups. In using the term sect, we want
merely to denote that we are speaking about different branches or
forms of Neo-Paganism.

In this chapter we will be comparing and contrasting six sects:
Wiccans, Pagans, Goddess Worshipers, Druids, Shamans, and Uni-
tarian Universalist (UU) Neo-Pagans. As over half of our respon-
dents state that they practice as solitaries, we will also look at the
distinctions and similarities among those who practice alone, with
one partner, or in groups. A comprehensive comparison of Neo-
Pagan sects’ histories, mythologies, and ritual practices is beyond the
data available in our survey. Instead, our intention in this chapter is
to compare and contrast Neo-Pagan sects, forms of practice, and
geographic differences in terms of their demographics, political
activities, and spiritual beliefs as reflected in the questions that were
discussed in the last chapter. The object of this comparison is to pro-
vide an overview of the similarities and differences that exist among
sects within the parameters set by our survey.

In our survey we provide twenty designations for different forms
of Neo-Paganism, plus a twenty-first (“other”) with room for respon-
dents to write in an alternative label. From these designations we
have chosen to compare six sects based on two criteria: the number
of respondents who claim the sect as their primary spiritual path and
the extent to which the sect’s practices make it particularly distinct.
As we know that some Neo-Pagans consider their personal spiritual
path influenced by more than one sect, we request that they rank
order those spiritual paths that have influenced their spirituality.
Some individuals list more than one spiritual path as primary. This
is particularly true for the designation Wiccan and Pagan, in which
three hundred people choose both as a primary designation. As
one respondent notes, “Witch is a subset of Pagans with a certain
stylistic aesthetic [differences] and [unique] beliefs” (Survey 2193).
In interpreting these data, we decided that it is more important to
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include all those that self-defined within a particular spiritual path
than to have mutually exclusive categories. The overlap in the data
is an indication of the degree of fluidity of the categories within this
religion. The degree of overlap, however, should not be exaggerated,
as in most instances individuals list only one category as primary.

The three most popular sects are Wiccans, Pagans, and Goddess
Worshipers, with respectively 1,332 (54.7 percent), 1,120 (53.6 per-
cent), and 929 (44.5 percent) people selecting each as their primary
(or one of their primary) spiritual path(s). The term Neo-Pagan is
used by far fewer individuals than Pagan is. Goddess Worshiper would
be included even if it were not the third most popular sect, as it dis-
tinguishes itself from other forms of Neo-Paganism by focusing on
the goddess to the exclusion of the gods or god force. Goddess spiri-
tuality, with its links to feminism, has, furthermore, become the
focus of a number of studies (Eller 1993; Griffin 2000). In his book
on contemporary Paganism in England, Graham Harvey (1997)
examines five sects that he believes most clearly reflect the diversity
within the Neo-Pagan movement: Druids, Witches, Heathens, God-
dess Spirituality, and Shamans. Heathens, or Odinists, are not as
large or influential a part of the Neo-Pagan movement in the United
States as they are in Europe. Odinists were discussed in the first
chapter as one of the minority voices within American Neo-Pagan-
ism. Druids, Shamans, and Goddess Spirituality, however, do create
distinct forms of Neo-Paganism in the United States, which we will
explore in this chapter. We also include Neo-Pagans who are part of
the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA). These Neo-Pagans
distinguish themselves by having joined an old and established reli-
gious organization and integrating their religious practices with those
of non-Neo-Pagan congregants.

Wiccans, Pagans, and Goddess Worshipers

Demographically and politically, Wiccans, Pagans, and those who
practice Goddess Spirituality are quite similar. Members of all three
sects have comparable levels of education, with the largest percent-
age of their members having a college degree or at least some col-
lege. Approximately the same percentage of all three sects’ members
are married or in what they define as a committed relationship. If
one adds together those who are legally married, ritually married, or
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TABLE 16: Comparison of Marital Status for Goddess Worshipers,
Pagans, and Wiccans

Status GNPP % Goddess % Pagan % Wiccan %
Never married 26.1 23.3 25.8 25.1
Married legally 33.3 32.1 329 34.3
Married ritually 4.8 5.9 4.9 5.1
Live with lover 13.8 14.5 14.3 13.4
Divorced 15.2 15.4 14.9 14.9
Widow/er 1.0 1.4 1.0 1.1
Separated 2.4 3.4 2.9 2.8
Group marriage 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.4
Other 1.7 2.2 1.9 1.9
No response 1.2 1.5 1.0 1.1

living with their lover, approximately half (52.5 percent) of each
sect’s members are in committed relationships (see table 16).

There is a higher proportion of women to men among Goddess
Worshipers than among the other two groups. Within Goddess Spiri-
tuality 74.4 percent are women, 24.6 percent are men, and 1.2 per-
cent do not answer this question. This response can be compared
with Wiccans and Pagans, which respectively are composed of 68
percent and 67 percent women. It is to be expected that Goddess
Worshipers have a larger proportion of women than other sects do.
Women are the majority, however, in all three sects. Male respon-
dents compose almost one quarter of those who claim Goddess Wor-
ship as their primary spiritual path. For at least some men, worshiping
the goddess is an aspect of getting in touch with their feminine side,
which is most typically defined as the nurturing or caring part of
their personalities. Goddess Worshipers also distinguish themselves
from the other two sects by having a higher proportion of members
who are lesbians (see table 17). The existence of one wing of the
Goddess Spirituality movement that embraces radical feminist sep-
aratism provides an explanation for this difference.

82
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All three groups have the same median income of between
$30,000 and $40,000. This is true even though Goddess Worshipers
have a larger percentage of women members. As noted in chapter 1,
women within Neo-Paganism, as women in the general society, tend
to earn less than men. Why this is not the case for those who par-
ticipate in Goddess Worship is- unclear. Women within Goddess
Spirituality have basically the same educational level as other Neo-
Pagan women. Although there are some minor differences, the
majority of members of all three sects defines their residential area.
as either urban or suburban.

As measured by the GSS questions on government spending and
level of confidence in social institutions, the political attitudes of
Wiccans and Pagans are on the whole similar. Goddess Worshipers
distinguish themselves as being somewhat more liberal in their
responses to questions about government spending in the areas of
drug addiction, conditions of African Americans, AIDS research and
prevention, homelessness, and education. In each of these areas
members of Goddess Worshipers believe even more money should
be spent than do Wiccans and Pagans, although the differences are
not large. Goddess Worshipers also advocate more money being
spent in the area of foreign aid than Wiccans or Pagans, although
again, this difference is small. Over 80 percent of all three sects
believe too much money is being spent on the military; however, a

higher percentage (84.1 percent) of Goddess Worshipers hold this
belief.

TaBLE 17: Comparison of Sexual Orientation for Goddess Worshipers,
Pagans, and Wiccans

* Orientation GNPP % Goddess % Pagan% Wiccan %
Heterosexual 67.8 63.4 66.3 68.0
Lesbian 4.8 7.1 4.6 5.3
Gay Men 4.5 3.2 4.1 4.5
Bisexual 19.0 22.2 21.2 18.9
Other 1.9 2.0 2.2 1.5

No response 1.9 2.0 1.5 1.7
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All three groups support gender and sexual preference equity.
Goddess Worshipers, however, feel stronger about these issues than
do Wiccans and Pagans. Ninety percent of Goddess Worshipers sup-
port the ERA, with 68.9 percent doing so strongly. This figure can
be compared with that of the Wiccans, in which 85.1 percent sup-
port the ERA, 65.4 percent strongly, and Pagans in which 88.6 per-
cent support the ERA, with 64.8 percent supporting it strongly.
Goddess Worshipers are almost equally divided between those who
support preferential hiring to address previous discrimination and
those who oppose it—45.7 percent support the proposal and 44.9
percent oppose it. Like Neo-Pagans in general, a larger number of
Pagans and Wiccans oppose preferential hiring than support it. Over
95 percent of Goddess Worshipers and just fewer than 95 percent
of Wiccans and Pagans believe that nondiscrimination based on sex-
ual preference should be part of any civil rights legislation. Although
Goddess Worshipers like Wiccans and Pagans support women being
included in the draft and women being put in combat positions,
their support is somewhat weaker. This response can be understood
within the context of their previously stated belief that less money
should be given to the military.

The more liberal views of Goddess Worshipers can, in part be
explained by the larger percentage of women among their member-
ship. As noted in chapter 2, Neo-Pagan women have somewhat
more liberal views than Neo-Pagan men do. In comparing men and
women Goddess Worshipers, we find that although these women
tend to be more liberal than these men are, both are slightly more
liberal than their counterparts within the larger Neo-Pagan move-
ment. For example, 91.4 percent of women, and 88.6 percent of
men Goddess Worshipers support the ERA. These percentages can
be compared with the general Neo-Pagan population in which 90
percent of women and 84 percent of men support the ERA. On the
more volatile issue of preferential hiring, we find that 49.7 percent
of women and 32 percent of men Goddess Worshipers support this
proposition, with 14 percent of women giving strong support. As
among Neo-Pagans in general, there is a gender divide among God-
dess Worshipers on this issue. Nonetheless, men Goddess Wor-
shipers give stronger support for preferential hiring than Neo-Pagan
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men in general do. Similarly, in their responses to other questions on
gender and gay and lesbian issues, there is a gender difference
among Goddess Worshipers just as there is in the larger Neo-Pagan
population. However, Goddess Worshiper men consistently give
slightly stronger support for these issues than men do in the general
Neo-Pagan population.

Similar to the general Neo-Pagan population, members of all
three sects are registered to vote, do vote, and are politically active.
Most (87 percent) of all three sects are registered to vote, and 70.9
percent of Wiccans, 70.4 percent of Pagans, and 69.4 percent of
Goddess Worshipers state that they did vote in the last national elec-
tion. With modest variations, all three sects follow the same general
party allegiances as the larger Neo-Pagan population. Among Wic-
cans, 44.5 percent report that they are registered Democrats, 26.6
percent are Independents, 5.6 percent are Republicans, and 4.3 per-
cent are members of the Green Party. Pagans report that 40.5 per-
cent of their members are registered Democrats, 27.9 percent are
Independents, 6.3 percent are Republicans, and 4.9 percent are
members of the Green Party. Forty-five percent of Goddess Wor-
shipers are registered Democrats, 25.5 percent are Independents,
4.7 percent are Republicans, and 5.1 percent are members of the
Green Party. Goddess Worshipers are more likely to be members of
the Green Party than they are to be members of the Republican
Party. They are the least likely to be registered as Republicans of the
three sects, although on the whole very few Neo-Pagans are regis-
tered Republicans.

Wiccans, Pagans, and Goddess Worshipers, like the general Neo-
Pagan population, are involved in political activities. Goddess Wor-
shipers have a higher percentage of their membership that claim to
have participated in events such as marches and rallies than either
of the other two sects. Approximately half (49.8 percent) of Goddess
Worshipers and 51.5 percent of women Goddess Worshipers have
participated in marches or rallies, as compared with 46.8 percent of
Wiccans and 46.3 percent of Pagans. The participation of Goddess
Worshipers in these political activities helps to dispel the notion that
Goddess Worship results in women becoming apolitical. As noted in
the last chapter, some scholars suggest that mysticism in general and
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Neo-Paganism in particular result in participants becoming removed
from political activity. Based on her participant observation study of
women who joined the women’s spirituality movement, Cynthia
Eller (1993) contends that these women come from the more cul-
tural and less political wing of the women’s movement. She notes
that almost from the outset of the second wave of feminism there
has been a tension between the cultural and political wings of the
movement. Looking specifically at those individuals who define
themselves as Goddess Worshipers, our data indicate that this group
is politically active, in some regards more so than the general Neo-
Pagan population. Our data does not permit us to say whether mem-
bers of Goddess Spirituality were politically active prior to joining or
if their participation in Goddess Spirituality resulted in their politi-
cal activity. It is clear, however, that those who self-define as Goddess
Worshipers are highly political in the traditional sense of politics—
that is, writing letters, attending marches, and acting as spokesper-
sons for causes. It is plausible that participation in the goddess
movement has resulted in participants becoming more politically
involved because the rituals, mythology, and other members of the
community encourage them to focus on inequality, particularly
around issues of gender and sexual orientation and on environmen-
tal concerns.

As measured by the GSS questions on paranormal experiences,
there are no differences in the kind or number of paranormal expe-
riences reported among Wiccans, Pagans, Goddess Worshipers, and
members of the larger Neo-Pagan community. As noted in the pre-
vious chapter, Neo-Pagans in general are more likely to report hav-
ing these types of experiences than the general American public.
There are also no notable differences among the three sects in their
response to the GSS questions on the afterlife. Both the GSS
questions on paranormal experiences and on the afterlife are
included in our survey to enable us to compare Neo-Pagans with
the general American public. These questions do not provide a basis
for comparing theological issues or differences in practice that may
exist among sects. Nonetheless, it is interesting that no differences
appear among these three sects in their responses to questions
about paranormal experiences and the afterlife. At least as compared
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with the general population, Neo-Pagan sects appear quite similar to
one another. '

Druids, Shamans, and UU Neo-Pagans each provide an interest-
ing alternative form of Neo-Paganism. Druids are most clearly a sect,
with their own mythology, ritual calendar, and some unique or dif-
ferent ritual practices. Shamans share a set of ritual practices that
have been culled from a variety of cultures. UU Pagans may come
from many different sects or forms of Paganism. What they share in
common is attempting to integrate their Neo-Pagan practices with
participation in a more traditional church that meets on Sunday
mornings and has a majority of congregants who are not Neo-
Pagans. In the first section of this chapter we compared and con-
trasted the three largest sects of Neo-Paganism. In this section we
will examine Druids, Shamans, and UU Pagans separately against
the background of the general Neo-Pagan movement.

Druids

The archetypal Druid is a bearded man in a white robe greeting the
rising sun at Stonehenge or talking on equal terms with a venerable
oak tree. (Harvey 1997:19)

The image of Druids painted by Harvey grows out of academic and
literary portrayals of the ancient Celtic pagan religion in which
Druids were the priests and political leaders of their community.
Contemporary Druids in the United States, while claiming historic
links to the ancient religion, do not view themselves as direct
descendants of the ancient Celts. They do, nonetheless, share some
things with the archetype presented by Harvey.

Unlike the more popular sects of Neo-Paganism, a higher pro-
portion of those self-defining as Druids in our survey are men (49.7
percent men, 48.2 percent women, with 2 percent not answering
this question). In our survey Druids distinguish themselves from the
larger Neo-Pagan community as having a larger proportion of mem-
bers who are heterosexual. Almost three-quarters of Druids (73.6
percent) claim to be heterosexual. A very small proportion is com-
posed of lesbians (1.5 percent) or gay men (3 percent), and a smaller
proportion than exist among the larger Neo-Pagan community claim
to be bisexual (16.2 percent). The median income of Druids, which
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is between $20,000 and $30,000, is lower than the average for Neo-
Pagan. Given the higher proportion of men in this group, this find-
ing is surprising, particularly because the educational level of Druids
is about the same as other Neo-Pagans.

Margot Adler (1986) and Graham Harvey (1997) note that not all
Druids self-define as Neo-Pagans. As our survey is titled The Pagan
Census, it is fair to presume that all those Druids who answered our
survey sufficiently self-identify with Neo-Paganism to include them-
selves within this description. Druidism as practiced in the United
States shares with other forms of Neo-Paganism the commemora-
tion of the eight yearly sabbats, a celebration of the “old ways” or old
religion, a veneration of multiple gods and goddesses. The two sol-
stices, in the spring and fall, are the most important of the sabbats
for Druids. Within Druid groups, known as groves, there are nor-
mally three roles, that of the leader, known as the druid; the poet,
storyteller, or holder of old wisdom, known as the bard; and the
ovate, who can foretell the future and is believed to be in commun-
ion with the spirits of the earth. The oak tree is sacred for contem-
porary Druids as it was for the historic Druids. Most Druids prefer
to hold their rituals outdoors among oak trees and on the whole pre-
fer to wear white robes when participating in rituals (Harvey 1997).

Adler (1986) attributes the founding of at least one branch of
Druidism in the United States, the Reformed Druids of North
America (RDNA), to a student protest against the requirement to
attend chapel in the early 1960s at Carlton College in Minnesota.
What began as a lark in which students created rituals and what
some of its founders defined as a philosophy conducive to any reli-
gion, turned into a self-consciously created new religion after Carl-
ton College revoked its rule requiring students to attend chapel. The
religion gained adherents and grew beyond the bounds of Carlton
College with groves forming in other parts of the United States.
Adler (1986) notes that Druids maintain a sense of humor about
their religious practice. This aspect is shared with many other sects
of Neo-Paganism in the United States. Participants may make fun of
their own rituals, practices, and beliefs and simultaneously take
them quite seriously. Tanya Luhrmann (1989) and Margot Adler
(1986) both view this playfulness as a form of what Johan Huizinga
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(1950) calls deep-play—that is, play that has as one of its aspects
the questioning and restructuring of social arrangements.

Not all groves of the RDNA are self-defined as Neo-Pagan, but
those who formed into the New Reformed Druids of North America
(NRDNA) are. One member of the NRDNA, Isaac Bonewits, best
known for his first book Real Magic (1989), which is based on his
undergraduate thesis, formed a new Neo-Pagan organization, Ar
nDrafocht Féin, of which he is the Arch-Druid. Bonewits openly
acknowledges that the organization is hierarchical. Training, which
is highly structured and involves demarcated levels of attainment, is
required of all who want to become leaders within the religion. In

TaBLE 18: Political Party Affiliations for the General Neo-Pagan
Population and Druids

Party GNPP % Druid %
Not Registered 5.1 7.1
Democrat 42.9 31.0
Republican 6.6 4.6
Independent 27.9 35.5
Green 4.4 3.6
Liberal 0.2 0.0
INYS Choice 0.1 0.0
Libertarian 2.1 5.1
Anarchist 0.2 0.0
Socialist 0.3 0.0
Nonpartisan 0.3 0.0
Bipartisan 0.1 0.0
Uncommitted 0.2 0.0
Reform 0.1 0.0
Not a U.S. citizen 1.4 1.5

No response 8.4 11.7
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1986 Adler reported that this movement had approximately two
hundred members.

Druids are similar to the general Neo-Pagan population, although
there are some notable political differences. Fewer Druids are regis-
tered to vote and do vote in national elections than members of the
general Neo-Pagan population. Among Druids, 83.8 percent claim
they are registered to vote as compared with 87.8 percent of Neo-
Pagans. As shown in table 18, notably fewer Druids are registered as
Democrats, and slightly fewer are registered as Republicans than the
general Neo-Pagan population. A larger percentage of the Druids are
registered Independents. On the whole Druids are about as politi-
cally active as other members of the Neo-Pagan community. In some
areas of political activity Druids are less active, while in other areas
they are more active, although these differences tend to be small.
For example, Druids are less likely to state that they have written let-
ters to local legislatures—28.9 percent of Druids claim to have done
this in the previous year as compared with 31.6 percent of Neo-
Pagans. Druids are more likely than the general Neo-Pagan population
to note that they have participated in grassroots organizing—29.4
percent of Druids state they have participated in this activity in the
previous year as compared with 24.8 percent of Neo-Pagans.

Druids’ political views as reflected in their responses to the GSS
questions about government spending on social issues indicates that
this group is very similar to the general Neo-Pagan population. There
are two notable differences, however. One, a much larger proportion
of Druids (43.7 percent) than the general Neo-Pagan population
(27.8 percent) believe that we are spending too little on space explo-
ration. Two, although not as pronounced as space exploration, a
larger percentage of Druids (70.6 percent) than Neo-Pagans (66.3
percent) state that they think we were spending too little on AIDS
research.

On the whole Druids have slightly less confidence in social insti-
tutions than the general Neo-Pagan population as gauged by their
responses to the GSS questions. Organized religion, however, is one
social institution in which Druids have slightly higher confidence
than other Neo-Pagans. This confidence may be accounted for by

- |






TaBLE 19: Paranormal Experiences for the General Neo-Pagan Popu-
lation and Druids

Thought You Were Somewhere You Had Been Before

Response GNPP % Druid %
Never 6.2 4.1
Once or twice 22.1 16.2
Several times 42.5 43.7
Often 28.1 36.0
No response 1.1 0.0

Felt as Though You Were in Touch with Someone When They Were Far
Away from You

Response GNPP % Druid %
Never 6.9 7.1
Once or twice 225 19.3
Several times 34.8 36.5
Often 34.7 37.1
No response 1.1 0.0

Saw Events that Happened at a Great Distance as They Were Happening

Response GNPP % Druid %
Never 54.4 46.2
Once or twice 26.7 28.9
Several times 11.3 12.7
Often 6.4 11.7

No response 1.2 0.5
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TABLE 19 (continued)

Felt as Though You Were Really in Touch with Someone Who Had Died

Response GNPP % Druid %
Never 25.7 21.3
Once or twice 35.7 34.0
Several times 23.0 25.4
Often 14.6 19.3
No response 1.1 0.0

Felt as Though You Were Very Close to a Powerful, Spiritual Force

Response GNPP % Druid %
Never 14.4 14.2
Once or twice 24.1 22.3
Several times 28.2 28.4
Often 322 34.5
No response I.1 | 0.5

the fact that Druids on the whole are more hierarchically organized
than other Neo-Pagans. Druids give slightly weaker support to issues
of gender and sexual orientation equality than other Neo-Pagans,
although the views are on the whole quite similar. As noted in the
last chapter, men on the whole tend to have somewhat weaker sup-
port of gender and sexual orientation equality issues than women do.
The higher proportion of men within this sect accounts for the dif-
ferences between the general Neo-Pagan community and Druids.

Table 19 indicates that Druids on the whole claim to have more
paranormal experiences than the general Neo-Pagan population
does, at least as indicated by their responses to the GSS questions.
Fewer Druids claim to never have had any of these experiences, and
more Druids claim to have had these experiences more often than
other Neo-Pagans. As all Neo-Pagans emphasize mystical and magi-
cal experiences, it is unclear why Druids have these experiences at
a higher rate than other Neo-Pagans.

w
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Shamans

We received 363 responses from individuals who listed their primary
spiritual path as Shamanism. Of this number, 60.6 percent indicate
that they are women, 38.3 percent indicate that they are men, and
1.1 percent do not answer the question. The term shaman was origi-
nally applied to the spiritual practice of peoples of the Siberian Tun-
gus. Anthropologists later expanded the definition to include spiritual
practices among indigenous peoples that involved initiation and
spirit quests. According to Harvey, shamans’ initiations “typically
include teaching by an experienced Shaman, a vision-quest or with-
drawal to a remote place to fast and hold a vigil until spirit-guides or
power-animals manifest themselves. Serious illness (e.g. epilepsy or
smallpox) or spontaneous trance may mark an individual out as a
likely candidate for initiation” (1997:108-9). After initiation, the
shaman is expected to go into the spirit world both to gain insight
and to do battle against illness and spiritual attacks.

Harvey refers to the shamanism practiced by Westerners as Neo-
Shamanism. He contends that Neo-Shamans, unlike shamans of
traditional societies, are not integrated into a larger community.
Unlike traditional shamans, Neo-Shamans do not experience real
danger. Instead, they are introduced to a series of techniques for get-
ting into altered states, such as drumming, dancing, or meditation
culled from a number of different indigenous cultures, through
workshops or books such as Michael Harner's The Way of the
Shaman (1982). Elements of shamanistic practices have been incor-
porated into Neo-Pagan magical practices. Scott Cunningham (1988)
describes one form of Neo-Paganism, Wicca, as a shamanic religion
because of its incorporation of shamanic techniques for gaining
altered states of consciousness. Although aspects of shamanism
have been integrated into almost all sects of Neo-Paganism, Shaman
does form a distinct self-identification from other forms of Neo-
Paganism in the contemporary United States.

Harvey notes that Western Shamanism is individualistic. Cer-
tainly the image of the Shaman is of a solitary practitioner. Our sta-
tistical data, however, indicate that while Shamans are slightly less
likely to practice in groups than the general Neo-Pagan population,
the difference is small. Among Shamans, 28.4 percent practice in
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groups as compared with 32.2 percent of the general Neo-Pagan
population, 10.2 percent of Shamans and 9.2 percent of the general
Neo-Pagan population practice with a partner, and 52.9 percent of
shamans and 50.9 percent of the general Neo-Pagan population
practice as solitaries.

Demographically, Shamans are quite similar to the general Neo-
Pagan population. They earn the same median income, have about
the same educational level, and have approximately the same num-
ber of homosexual and bisexual members. Shamans are slightly
more likely to live in rural areas than other Neo-Pagans are. Among
Shamans, 8 percent live in a secluded rural area, and 13.5 percent
live in a rural community. This statistic can be compared with the
general Neo-Pagan community, among whom 5.6 percent live in a
secluded rural area, and 10.1 percent live in a rural community.
Politically, Shamans are quite similar to the general Neo-Pagan popu-
lation. Approximately the same number of Shamans is registered to
vote as the rest of the Neo-Pagan population. A slightly higher per-
centage of Shamans is registered as Democrats than the general
Neo-Pagan community—46.6 percent of Shamans and 42.9 percent
of the general Neo-Pagan community are Democrats. Approximately
the same percentage of Shamans and the general Neo-Pagan popu-
lation vote in national elections.

Shamans on the whole are politically more active than the gen-
eral Neo-Pagan population. Shamans, for instance, are more likely to
write their legislators (58.3 percent of Shamans versus 49.1 percent
of Neo-Pagans write to their federal legislators), participate in grass-
roots organizations (29.5 percent of Shamans versus 24.8 percent of
Neo-Pagan), attend town meetings (27.5 percent of Shamans versus
25 percent of Neo-Pagans), are public spokespersons (17.1 percent
of Shamans versus 14.6 percent of Neo-Pagans), and attend rallies
and marches (48.5 percent of Shamans versus 45.7 percent of Neo-
Pagans). Shamans, like other Neo-Pagans, support gender and sexual-
preference equality. On the whole, Shamans support more money
being spent on social programs than other Neo-Pagans, although the
difference is quite small. Like the general Neo-Pagan population,
Shamans tend to have little trust in social institutions. However,
they are somewhat less confident in science than other Neo-Pagans
are, as demonstrated in table 20.
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TABLE 20: Degree of Confidence in the Scientific Community by the
General Neo-Pagan Population and Shamans

Response GNPP % Shaman %
1 — Complete Confidence 2.5 2.5
2 15.8 12.1
3 21.3 17.9
4 243 26.4
5 15.6 18.5
6 10.4 11.8
7 — No confidence 6.9 8.3
No response 3.1 2.5

The lack of confidence in science may be related to the greater
degree to which Shamans report having paranormal experiences
such as déja vu, being in touch with those people or events that are
at a distance, having an out-of-body experience, or being in touch
with the dead. As seen in table 21, Shamans are more likely than the
general Neo-Pagan population to have these types of experiences. As
Shamanism emphasizes, possibly even more so than other sects of
Neo-Paganism, the use of a series of techniques to get in touch with
the “other world,” it is not surprising that more members of this
group claim to have had these experiences. However, the image of
Shamans as extreme individualists who are disengaged from worldly
matters is not substantiated by our data.

Unitarian Universalist Pagans

Unitarian Universalist (UU) Pagans may come from a wide range of
spiritual paths, but they share their integration of Neo-Paganism
with their participation in a UU church or association. By joining a
UU church, these Neo-Pagans have chosen to become part of a
more conventional religious tradition, although one that is itself
somewhat on the margins of mainstream religions. Unitarian Uni-
versalism, which grew out of the liberal Christian tradition, today
boasts members who are secular humanists, Jews, and Buddhists, as

.well Christians and Neo-Pagans.






TABLE 21: Paranormal Experiences for the General Neo-Pagan Popu-
lation and Shamans

Thought You Were Somewhere You Had Been Before

Response GNPP % Shaman %
Never 6.2 2.8
Once or twice 22.1 16.0
Several times 42.5 44.4
Often 28.1 35.5
No response 1.1 1.4

Felt as Though You Were in Touch with Someone When They Were Far
Away From You

Response GNPP % Shaman %
Never 6.9 2.2
Once or twice 22.5 18.5
Several times 34.8 33.6
Often 34.7 44.9
No response 1.1 0.8

Saw Events that Happened at Great Distance as They Were Happening

Response GNPP % Shaman %
Never 54.4 41.3
Once or twice 26.7 30.6
Several times 11.3 14.0
Often 6.4 12.7

No response 1.2 1.4
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Felt as Though You Were Really in Touch with Someone Who Had Died

Response GNPP % Shaman %
Never 25.7 14.3
Once or twice 35.7 35.3
Several times 23.0 30.6
Often : 14.6 19.0
No response 1.1 0.8

Felt as Though You Were Very Close to a Powerful, Spiritual Force

Response GNPP % Shaman %
Never 14.4 7.9
Once or twice 24.1 12.9
Several times 28.2 29.2
Often 32.2 49.0
No response 1.1 0.8

The influx of Neo-Pagans into the UUA began in the 1970s and
1980s, during the period in which the association was increasing the
spiritual component of their liturgy as a way of courting unchurched
baby boomers. During this period, baby boomers were turning
toward a new spirituality that was distinct from traditional religious
expression (Meyer 1994; Lee 1995). At the same time, long-term
members of the UUA, particularly women, were becoming inter-
ested in Goddess Spirituality as an element of their support for femi-

nism. Workshops developed around Cakes for the Queen of Heaven |

(Ranck 1995) of interested UU women and in some instances men
(H. Berger 1999a). The result was, as one minister who later became
president of the UUA states, “to put it in symbolic terms, Ashtar, the
Goddess, has been issued invitation where formerly only Lord Jeho-
vah dared to tread” (as quoted in York 1995:129). It is within this
context that the Covenant of the Unitarian Universalist Pagans
(CUUPS) was formed in 1987. There are presently about 600
CUUPS members. However, many Neo-Pagans who have joined the
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UUA have not joined CUUPS, either because they are not inter-
ested in paying the dues, do not feel the organization will be of help
to them, or simply have not gotten around to filling out the paper-
work. There are many more Neo-Pagans, therefore, within the UUA
than there are CUUPS members or chapters.

In our survey 193 individuals self-identify as Unitarian Univer-
salists. We do not differentiate between those who are CUUPS
members and those who are not. Although the self-identified UUs
in our survey are in many ways similar to the larger Neo-Pagan com-
munity, they differentiate themselves in several meaningful ways. As
seen in table 22, a larger percentage of UU Pagans are legally mar-
ried than the general Neo-Pagan population. This is true, although
there is no real difference in the percentage of individuals who are
heterosexual. Among those who self-identify as UU Pagans, 67.4
percent report that they are heterosexual as compared with the gen-
eral Neo-Pagan population in which 67.8 percent report their sexual
preference as heterosexual. There is a slightly higher percentage of
men to women among UU Neo-Pagans than in the general Neo-
Pagan community. Among UU Neo-Pagans, 62.7 percent are women,

TABLE 22: Comparison of Marital Status for the General Neo-Pagan
Population and UU Neo-Pagans

Status GNPP % UU %
Never married 26.1 20.7
Married legally 33.3 39.4
Married ritually 4.8 3.6
Live with lover 13.8 11.9
Divorced 15.2 17.6
Widow/er 1.0 1.0
Separated 2.4 3.6
Group marriage 0.4 0.5
Other 1.7 0.5

No response 1.2 1.0
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35 percent are men, as compared with the general Neo-Pagan popu-
lation in which 64.8 percent are women, and 33.9 percent are men,
with the remaining percentage of both groups not answering this
question. UU Neo-Pagans are also somewhat better educated than
the general Neo-Pagan population, as seen in table 23, although the

TABLE 23: Comparison of Education Level for the General Neo-Pagan
Population and UU Neo-Pagans

Level GNPP % UU %
Less than high school 2.4 1.6
High school diploma 5.4 3.6
Some college 25.4 20.2
College diploma ' 25.6 31.6
Professional or technical school 11.6 7.3
Postgraduate work 11.4 13.5
Postgraduate degree 159 22.3
Other 1.6 0.0
No response 0.6 0.0

TaBLE 24: Comparison of Residential Area of the General Neo-Pagan
Population and UU Neo-Pagans

Area GNPP % UU %
Secluded rural - 5.6 6.2
Large town 13.6 16.1
Rural community 10.1 10.9
Suburb 23.0 21.2
Small town 14.9 15.0
Metropolitan area 27.6 24.4
Other 3.8 4.7

No response 1.3 1.6
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median income for both groups is the same. A smaller percentage of
UU Neo-Pagans live in urban and suburban communities, and a
greater percentage live in large towns than the general Neo-Pagan
population, as seen in table 24.

Politically, UU Neo-Pagans are more active than the general Neo-
Pagan population. Among UU Neo-Pagans, 91.2 percent are regis-
tered to vote, and 78.8 percent state they did vote in the last national
election. This response can be compared with the general Neo-
Pagan population in which 87.4 percent are registered to vote, and
70.9 percent did vote in the last national election. Table 25 indicates
that for almost every form of political activity, UU Neo-Pagans are
more active than the general Neo-Pagan population, including run-
ning for political office.

TaBLE 25: Comparison of Political Activity for the General Neo-Pagan
Population and UU Neo-Pagans

Registered to Vote

Response GNPP % UU %
No 11.4 8.3
Yes 87.8 91.2
No response 0.8 0.5

Voted in Last National Election

Response GNPP % UU %
No 16.3 16.5
Yes 70.1 78.5
No response 13.6 5.7

Writes Letter to Federal Legislators

Response GNPP % UU %
No 45.0 36.3
Yes 49.1 59.1

No response 5.9 4.7
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Writes Letter to State Legislators

Response GNPP % UU %
No 49.7 42.5
Yes 44.1 52.8
No response 6.2 4.7

Writes Letter to Local Government

Response GNPP % UU %
No 61.2 63.2
Yes 31.6 29.5
No response 7.2 7.3

Participates in Grassroots Local Organizing

Response GNPP % UU %
No 67.5 60.6
Yes 24.8 33.2
No response 7.7 6.2

Participates in Town Meetings, Hearings, Forums, and Open Meetings

Response GNPP % UU %
No 67.4 59.6
Yes 25.0 33.7
No response 7.7 6.7

Participates in Special Events

Response GNPP % UU %
No 48.3 42.5
Yes 45.7 53.4

No response 6.0 4.1
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Public Spokesperson for Causes of Personal Concern

Response GNPP % UU %
No 76.9 76.2
Yes 14.6 15.5
No response 8.5 8.3
Active Lobbier

Response GNPP % UU %
No 86.9 87.0
Yes 4.0 4.1
No response 9.1 8.8
Active in Campaigning

Response GNPP % UuU %
No 83.1 82.9
Yes 8.2 9.3
No response 8.7 7.8
Hold/Have Held Public Office

Response GNPP % UU %
No 88.9 86.5
Yes 1.9 4.1
No response 9.2 9.3
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In general, UUs are noted for their participation in liberal causes.
In a survey of their readership, in which they received 748 responses,
The World, a journal published by the UUA for their membership,
finds that in the previous twelve months their members participated
in the following activities:

Voted in an election 86 percent
Signed a petition 70 percent
Attended a public meeting 50 percent
Wrote or visited an elected official 37 percent
Addressed a public meeting 17 percent
Held or ran for office 6 percent
Attended rally/speech 30 percent (UUA 1992:33)

Although the questions we asked in The Pagan Census are not
exactly the same as those asked by The World, it is, nonetheless, pos-
sible to compare the political activities of UU Neo-Pagans and other
UU members. As seen in comparing the two sets of data, there are
some areas in which UU Neo-Pagans appear to exceed and other
areas in which they are less active than other UUs. For example, UU
Neo-Pagans have a lower voting rate and are less likely to run for
public office than other UUs. However, they are more likely to write
a letter to an elected official than other UUs and to attend a demon-
stration or march than other UUs are to attend a rally or speech.
In comparing UU Neo-Pagans and the Neo-Pagan population’s
responses to the GSS questions concerning government spending
on social issues, we find that on the whole the two groups’ responses
are quite similar. UU Neo-Pagans are more likely than other Neo-
Pagans to believe that we are spending too little money on mass
transit, although the majority of both groups believes we are spend-
ing too little in this area.' A smaller proportion of UU Neo-Pagans
than the general Neo-Pagan population believes we are spending too
little on big cities, crime, and drug addiction.? In their responses to
questions about gender and sexual preference issues, UU Neo-
Pagans do not notably differentiate themselves from the general
Neo-Pagan population. On the whole, UU Neo-Pagans in their
responses to the GSS questions show somewhat greater confidence
in social institutions than the general Neo-Pagan population.
Although UU Neo-Pagans share similar political views with other
Neo-Pagans, they tend to be somewhat more politically active. The
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greater political activity of UU Neo-Pagans can be explained by an
elective affinity between politically active Neo-Pagans and Unitarian
Universalism. It is also possible, however, that participating in
churches in which other congregants are politically active results in
Neo-Pagans becoming even more politically active.

More UU Neo-Pagans are uncertain about reincarnation than the
general Neo-Pagan population. Approximately one-third (31.1 percent)
UU Neo-Pagans report that they are not sure, 8.3 percent state they
do not believe in reincarnation, and 59.6 percent state they do
believe in reincarnation. This statistic can be compared with the
general Neo-Pagan population in which 75.3 percent state they
believe in reincarnation, 4.1 percent say they do not believe in rein-
carnation, and 19.3 percent are unsure. In response to the GSS
questions concerning paranormal experiences, UU Neo-Pagans on
the whole report having fewer of these experiences than the general
Neo-Pagan population, as can shown in table 26.

Although the differences are small, UU Neo-Pagans on the whole
appear somewhat more mainstream than other Neo-Pagans. For
example, UU Neo-Pagans are more likely to be legally married, they
are more likely to be members of one of the two major parties, and
they state that they have fewer paranormal experiences than other
Neo-Pagans. Politicall, UU Neo-Pagans are on the whole more
active than the general Neo-Pagan population. The UUA may be
drawing to its churches those Neo-Pagans who are more conserva-
tive in their life-style and more politically active than Neo-Pagans
who choose to practice within the coven system, in groups, with a
partner, or as solitaries. As joining a church is outside the main-
stream of Neo-Paganism, it seems likely that those who choose to do
so may in some respects be different from the larger Neo-Pagan
community. Those Neo-Pagans who join a UU church may also find
that over time their life-style, spiritual, and political views are influ-
enced by the larger congregation.

Forms of Practice

Traditionally, Wicca in particular but Neo-Paganism in general was
taught and practiced in groups. The publication of books such as
The Spiral Dance by Starhawk (1979) and Women's Book of Mysteries






TABLE 26: Comparison of the General Neo-Pagan Population’s and
UU Neo-Pagans’ Paranormal Experiences

Thought You Were Somewhere You Had Been Before

105

Response GNPP % UU %
Never 6.2 6.2
Once or twice 22.1 249
Several times 42.5 48.2
Often 28.1 19.2
No response 1.1 - 1.6

Felt as Though You Were in Touch with Someone When They Were Far
Away from You

Response GNPP % UU %
Never 6.9 7.8
Once or twice 22.5 342
Several times 34.8 32.6
Often 34.7 23.8
No response 1.1 1.6

Saw Events that Happened at Great Distance as They Were Happening

Response GNPP % UU %
Never 54.4 63.2
Once or twice 26.7 223
Several times 11.3 6.7.
Often 6.4 6.2

No response 1.2 1.6
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TABLE 26 (continued)

Felt as Though You Were Really in Touch with Someone Who Had Died

Response GNPP % UU %
Never 25.7 31.1
Once or twice 35.7 38.3
Several times 23.0 14.0
Often 14.6 14.5

Felt as Though You Were Very Close to a Powerful, Spiritual Force

Response GNPP % UU %
Never 14.4 13.5
Once or twice 24.1 249
Several times 28.2 342
Often 32.2 24.9
No response 1.1 2.6

by Zsuzsanna Budapest (1986) helped to spread information about
ritual and magical practices beyond the confines of the coven. The
availability of such books made it possible for individuals, based
completely on their readings, to either form covens, practice with
one other person—most commonly their significant other—or to
practice alone. Scott Cunningham, possibly more than anyone else
with his book Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner (1988)
contributed to the growth of individuals practicing alone. In the
introduction to his second book for solitary practitioners, Cunning-
ham writes, “This book has been written with a single premise: that
Wicca is an open religion. All can come before the altar and worship
the Goddess and God, whether alone or in the company of others;
initiated or not” (Cunningham 1993:xiii). Particularly within Wicca,
the largest sect of Neo-Pagans, there is a debate about whether or
not solitary practitioners, especially those who have no coven train-
ing, are equally well trained and proficient in spiritual and ritual
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matters. As one respondent to our survey states, “I have read much
debate about the authenticity of self-initiated Wiccans, solitaries in
particular. While I'm sure those in favor of coven-initiation-only have
valid reasons for this, there are those of us who have no access and
no hope of access to a coven. I would still be adrift spiritually were
it not for the books of Scott Cunningham and Z Budapest. They
informed me it was possible to be a Witch alone and told me how to
go about accomplishing that goal” (Survey 1061). Although our sur-
vey does ask if the respondent practices in a group, with a single
partner, or alone, it does not ask individuals their opinions about
solitary practitioners. Some individuals, like the respondent above,
write about the issues surrounding solitary practice in the free-
response area. Most of those who write about solitary practitioners
are either now or have been at some time a solo practitioner. In
almost all cases they write to support the equal inclusion of solitary
practitioners within the Neo-Pagan community. Like respondent
1061, most who take the time to write about the issue feel that those
who are self-initiated Wiccans or self-trained Neo-Pagans are given
less respect within the Neo-Pagan and particularly within the Wic-
can community than those who are coven trained. Within Wiccan
covens it is the high priestess or both the high priestess and high
priest, or in some cases those considered the elders of the coven,
who determine when an initiate is ready to be awarded their first,
second, or third degree (H. Berger 2000). Those who have not been
trained in the coven system are normally self-initiated.

Some individuals begin and remain solitaries throughout their
lives, while others may be solitary practitioners for a short period of
time until they find an appropriate group. Some who have been
members of covens in the past subsequently choose to practice
alone. Often this choice is based on the feeling that there is too
much infighting within the coven. One respondent observes, “I find
many covens are just as cliquish as some organized religions. I work
as a solitary because I have not found a coven I'm comfortable with,
and at this time I am hesitant to seek out others due to the rather
dogmatic reactions I have been faced with (i.e., “our way or else”)
This disappoints me” (Survey 1503). We do not distinguish between
those who are solo practitioners for a short time, a long period, or
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since they first became Neo-Pagans. Our survey focused on respon-
dents’ present form of spiritual practice.

Neo-Pagans normally speak about practicing or working magic or
rituals and of working in a group, alone, or with one other person.
They do not usually speak about participating in worship, although
at rituals the goddess or goddesses and gods are venerated. The
focus for Neo-Pagans is on the ritual activity and the magical or mys-
tical experience it elicits. We, therefore, refer throughout this text to
three forms of practice or work—groups, spiritual partners and soli-
taries—and not of worship.

Dewmographics

Demographically, individuals, regardless of their form of practice,
have approximately the same ratio of women to men. As demon-
strated in table 27, a larger percentage of those who work with a
partner are legally married than those who work either in groups or
as solitaries. Combining those individuals who are ritually married or
living with their lover and those who are legally married, 63.3 per-
cent of those working with a partner are in a relationship. Solitaries
are the least likely to be in a committed relationship and the least

TABLE 27: Marital Status for the Three Forms of Spiritual Practice

Status ' GNPP % Group% SP % SO % NR %
Never married 26.1 21.5 16.1 31.4 22.0
Married legally 33.3 37.0 43.0 30.5 25.2
Married ritually 4.8 5.9 7.3 3.4 6.3
Live with lover 13.8 12.2 13.0 14.6 16.4
Divorced 15.2 16.2 12.4 14.2 21.4
Widow/er 1.0 1.5 1.0 0.7 0.6
Separated 2.4 2.4 1.0 2.3 5.0
Group marriage 0.4 0.4 1.6 0.1 1.3
Other 1.7 1.5 3.1 1.8 0.6
No response 1.2 1.3 1.6 1.1 1.3

Note: The three forms of spiritual practice are group, spiritual partner (SP), and
solitaire (SQO).
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TABLE 28: Age Ranges for the Three Forms of Spiritual Practice

Age GNPP % Group% SP % SO % NR %
8-9 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0
10-19 3.4 1.8 3.6 4.1 2.5
20-29 27.9 20.9 31.0 32.3 24.0
30-39 329 37.3 28.0 30.8 34.1
40—49 233 24.9 27.3 21.3 25.8
50-59 7.5 9.2 3.0 7.1 7.0
60—-69 1.9 2.6 1.5 2.1 1.8
70-79 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.3 0.0
No response 2.7 2.4 3.1 2.5 5.0

likely to be married. Nonetheless, almost half (48.5 percent) are
legally married, ritually married, or living with their lover.

As shown in table 28, more solitaries are between that ages of
twenty and twenty-nine than are those who work in groups. How-
ever, those working with a spiritual partner have approximately the
same percentage of members who are in their twenties as solitaries.
The lower rate of committed relationships among solitaries can in
part be explained by their relative youthfulness; however, it does not
explain the differences between solitaries and those working with a
partner. Our data suggest that although not all those working with a
spiritual partner are working with their spouse or significant other,
many are.

As table 29 demonstrates, a larger percentage of solitaries and
those working with a partner are heterosexual than are those who are
in groups. A greater percentage of lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals
work in groups than either alone or with one partner. The reason
fewer homosexual and bisexual individuals work alone or with one
other person is unclear. It might be, however, that those individuals
who have found their sexual preference discriminated against in
other situations are drawn to groups because of the open acceptance
of all forms of sexuality within Neo-Paganism.
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TABLE 29: Sexual Preferences for the Three Forms of Spiritual Prac-
tice

Preference GNPP % Group% SP % SO % NR %
Heterosexual 67.8 66.1 70.5 70.0 56.6
Lesbian 4.8 6.1 4.7 4.0 5.0
Gay Men 4.5 5.2 1.0 4.5 6.3
Bisexual 19.0 199 18.1 18.1 22.0
Other 1.9 1.6 3.6 1.4 4.4
No response 1.9 1.0 2.1 1.9 5.7

Those who are solitaries are more likely to define the type of com-
munity they live in as secluded rural, rural, or a small town than
members of the other two forms of practice are. Most solitaries,
however, like most members of the Neo-Pagan community, live in
urban or suburban communities. As shown in table 30, those who
work in groups tend to have the highest educational achievement of
the three categories of practice. This discrepancy can be explained
in part by the age difference between those who practice in groups
and other Neo-Pagans. Those in their twenties and early thirties are
most likely not to have completed their education and to have listed
their occupation as student.

Age and sexual preference appear to be the strongest indicators
of the type of spiritual practice in which an individual participates.
Although approximately a third of all those practicing with a partner
or alone are forty or older, the larger proportion of younger adults in
these two forms of practice suggests that the religion may be in the
process of change. Traditionally, entrance into Neo-Paganism has
been through groups; however, our data suggest that for a substan-
tial subsection of Neo-Pagans, solitary practice may be their first
step into the Neo-Pagan community. Although some of these indi-
viduals will ultimately join a group, some will remain solitaries. As
the form and content of training in groups often differs from that
available on the Internet or through books, the large number of pri-
marily young adults practicing as solitaries may ultimately result in
the focus of the religion changing or with the religion bifurcating.
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~ Table 30: Education Levels for the Three Forms of Spiritual Practice

Level GNPP % Group% SP % SO % NR %
Less than high school 2.4 2.4 1.6 2.8 0.6
High school diploma 5.4 3.6 8.3 6.2 4.4
Some college 25.4 21.8 26.4 27.3 26.4
College diploma 25.6 27.3 22.3 24.6 28.3
Professional or 11.6 9.8 13.5 12.3 12.6
technical school

Postgraduate work 11.4 11.9 7.3 11.8 11.9
Postgraduate degree  15.9 21.8 15.0 12.8 13.2
Other 1.6 1.0 4.1 1.4 1.9
No response 0.6 0.3 1.6 0.7 0.6
Politics

On the whole, solitaries are less politically active and less liberal

than members of groups and to a lesser degree than those who prac-
~ tice with a partner. Among those who practice in groups, 91.2 per-
cent are registered to vote, although only 76.5 percent report that
they did vote in the last national election. This statistic can be com-
pared with solitaries in which 86.2 percent are registered to vote and
66.8 percent did vote in the last national election, and to those who
practice with a partner in which 87 percent are registered to vote
and 77.2 percent report voting in the last national election. Just over
50 percent (50.1 percent) of those who practice in groups, 42 per-
cent of those who work with a partner, and 38.3 percent of those
who are solitaries are registered as Democrats. Among those work-
ing in groups, 5.6 percent are registered as Republicans. These fig-
ures can be compared with those who are working with a partner,
among whom 5.2 percent are registered Republicans, and solitaries,
among whom 7.8 percent are registered Republicans. Solitaries are
the most likely of the three forms of practice to report being Inde-
pendents, with 31.2 percent of their numbers selecting this desig-
nation. Among those who work in groups, 27.9 percent report being
Independents, and among those who work with a partner, 28 percent
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are Independents. Among both those who work in groups and those
who work with a partner, the same percentage of individuals are
members of the Green Party as are members of the Republican
Party. Solitaries have a slightly lower rate of participation in the
Green Party, with 3.7 percent of solitaries claiming membership in
this party.

In our survey those who practice in groups are more politically
active in almost every indicator of political activity. The two excep-
tions to this occurrence are grassroots organizing and running for
public office in which those who work with a partner report that they
are slightly more active than those who work in groups in these two
areas. Solitaries in all instances are the least politically active of the
three forms of spiritual practice. The differences, particularly between
the solitaries and those who practice in groups, may be an indication
of the influence of covens or groups on increasing political activity,
or of generational differences, or of a predisposition of those who
choose to work alone to avoid public activities such as politics. Soli-
taries, however, appear to be more politically active than the general
American public, at least as far as a comparison is possible based on
the statistics of the general American public discussed in the last
chapter.

All three forms of spiritual practice support gender and sexual-
preference equity. Although there are some variations in responses,
overall, those who practice in groups tend to be more supportive of
gender and sexual-preference issues. When combining those who
strongly agree, agree, and agree with qualification, 89 percent of
those who practice in groups, 88.1 percent of those who practice
with a partner, and 87 percent of solitaries support the ERA. Those
who practice in groups are most likely to give strong support to the
ERA. Combining the three degrees of disagreement, 61.8 percent of
group participants and solitaries, and 60.6 percent of those who
practice with a partner do not support excluding women from the
draft. Those who work with a partner are the most strongly opposed
to this proposition. Among those who practice in groups, 92.7 per-
cent support to some degree same-sex marriages, with 63.7 percent
supporting this proposition strongly. These figures can be compared
with those who practice with a partner, in which 85.5 percent support
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gay marriages, with 52.9 percent doing so strongly and solitaries,
among whom 87.7 percent support gay marriages, with 58 percent
doing so strongly. The majority of members of all three forms of spir-
itual practice opposes preferential hiring. Combining all three cate-
gories of disagreement, 53.2 percent of both group participants and
solitaries, and S5 percent of those who practice with a partner
oppose preferential hiring. More members of groups than the other
two forms of spiritual practice oppose with qualifications prefer-
ential hiring. Slightly over three-quarters of individuals in all three
forms of spiritual practice support, to some degree, women in com-
bat positions. Over 90 percent of members of all three forms of
spiritual practice agree that there should be legislation making dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual preference illegal. However, a
larger percentage of those in groups both support this proposition
and are more likely to support it strongly than the other two forms
of practice. Similarly, members of all three groups oppose gays being
excluded from the military, but those who practice in groups are
more likely to oppose this proposition and are more likely to strongly
oppose it.

Although there are variations among the three forms of practice
about whether the government is spending the correct amount, too
much, or too little on social programs, there does not appear to be a
distinct pattern of responses among the three forms of spiritual prac-
tice. Members of all three categories have about equal lack of trust
in social institutions. It is interesting that solitaries appear to have
the least trust, and those in groups to have the most trust in organ-
ized religion, although the difference is very small. Those in groups,
furthermore, have much less trust in organized religion than does
the general American public.

Paranormal Experiences

Regardless of their form of practice, Neo-Pagans on the whole have
the same types of paranormal experiences. Less than 7 percent of
individuals, regardless of their form of practice, have never thought
they were somewhere before but knew it was impossible. Similarly,
less than 10 percent of our respondents, regardless of their form of
practice, claim they never felt they were in touch with someone when
they were away from that individual. A less common phenomenon,
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regardless of form of practice, is seeing events at a great distance as
they are occurring. Over 50 percent of both groups participants and
solitaries, and slightly less than 50 percent of those practicing with
a partner claim they never had this experience. Approximately 25
percent of individuals, regardless of their form of practice, claim to
never have felt they were in touch with someone who is dead. And
about 15 percent of those in each form of practice never have felt
they were close to a powerful, spiritual force that seemed to lift the
individual out of herself or himself. Individuals who practice with a
partner on the whole are more likely to claim that they more often
have paranormal experiences than members of either of the other
two forms of spiritual practice.

Our items investigating paranormal experiences are limited to
those that appear in the GSS. It is possible that if another set of
questions were asked, significant differences among the three forms
of practice would appear. Nonetheless, the parallelism of frequency
of different types of paranormal experience among all three forms of
spiritual practice suggests that what are normative forms of paranor-
mal experience and of training to elicit these experiences is consis-
tent throughout the Neo-Pagan community. Coven or group training
does not result in individuals having more or less frequent paranor-
mal experiences than those whose training is from books, work-
shops, and chats on the Internet.

Regional Differences

I am from the Midwest—I'd love to know geographic differences. I
find it very difficult to find adequate teachers anywhere nearby. (Sur-
vey 1615)

The United States is known for its regional diversity. Some areas are
noted as being more culturally and politically progressive and others
more conservative. We find that although in both the GSS and in our
survey regional differences do exist, these differences do not follow
the same pattern in the two surveys. For example, in both surveys
regional differences in educational levels are evident, but not in the
same regions. Similarly, there are regional differences in the frequency
of paranormal events reported in both surveys; however, again, these
are not in the same region. On the whole, regional differences among
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Neo-Pagans are less dramatic than those among the general Ameri-
can population, suggesting that Neo-Pagans are drawn from a simi-
lar strata of American society regardless of geographic area.
Demographics

Demographically, there are some notable differences among Neo-
Pagans. Although Neo-Pagans—regardless of the region in which
they live—are in stable relationships, there is some variation among
regions in terms of the number who are legally married, as shown in
table 31. In both the East South Central and the West South Cen-
tral areas, 43.1 percent of the Neo-Pagan population are legally mar-
ried. Compared with the West North Central region, 28.2 percent
are legally married, and compared with the Pacific and Mid-Atlantic
regions, 29.1 percent are legally married. These discrepancies can-
not be explained by age differences. Although there is some small
variation in the ages of Neo-Pagans by regions, such variations do
not correspond to more Neo-Pagans in their forties, or thirties and
forties, living in areas with the highest marital rates. Our statistics
suggest that although on the whole Neo-Pagans are sexually experi-
mental, those who live in more culturally conservative areas of the
United States are more likely to be legally married than those who
live in more liberal regions.

The majority of Neo-Pagans, regardless of region, reports that
they are heterosexual. Nonetheless, there is some variation among
regions. The Pacific region has the lowest rate of heterosexuals, with
only 58.1 percent claiming this sexual orientation. The other regions
range from 76.7 percent of Neo-Pagans in the West South Central
area identifying as heterosexual compared with 61.5 percent in the
West North Central area. In the Pacific region a high proportion of
individuals (22.3 percent) self-define as bisexual, although other
regions have a proportion of bisexuals as high or even higher; for
instance, 26.5 percent of Neo-Pagans in the West North Central
region and 23.1 percent of those in the Mountain region self-define
as bisexual. The Pacific region, however, most clearly differentiates
itself by having the highest percentage of women (9.9 percent) who
state they are lesbians and a high percent of men (5.3 percent) that
self-identify as gay. The Mid-Atlantic region has a larger percentage
of gay men (8.8 percent) but has fewer lesbians and bisexuals than
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the Pacific region. Although regional differences in sexual orienta-
tion are interesting to note, these differences on the whole are small.

As table 32 indicates, regional variations of educational levels
among Neo-Pagans are small. This observation is surprising when
we compare our results to the findings of the GSS in table 33, which
shows significant regional differences in educational level among the
general American public. Furthermore, regardless of region, Neo-
Pagans on average have a higher educational level than their neigh-
bors do. As noted in chapter 1, those drawn to Neo-Paganism tend
to be better educated than the average American. Regional differ-
ences that affect educational levels for the general American public
do not appear to affect Neo-Pagans. This variation suggests that
Neo-Pagans are disproportionately drawn from the more educated
sections of U.S. society regardless of regional education level. Nei-
ther our finding nor those of the GSS are based on the length of time
individuals have lived in a region. As we do not ask our respondents
how long they have lived in a particular region, we cannot determine
if our respondents are more geographically mobile than other Ameri-
cans. Greater mobility might help explain some of the educational
differences that exist between Neo-Pagans and their neighbors;
however, Americans on the whole are geographically mobile.

As shown in table 34, whether individuals practice in a group,
with one partner, or alone varies by region. These differences, how-
ever, cannot be explained simply by regional density. Although the
East South Central region, which has the lowest proportion of Neo-
Pagans of all the regions in the United States, also has the largest
proportion of solo practitioners, other areas with high rates of soli-
taries, such as New England, have a large proportion of Neo-Pagans.
Those areas with high rates of solitary practitioners tend to have a
larger proportion of younger adherents. Although for some individu-
als the decision to work alone may be the result of their inability to
find an appropriate group, for others it is a choice. One respondent
to The Pagan Census states, “Personally I prefer the focus and
energy of a solitary. Too many circles have I joined for holidays when
you join the group in perfect love and perfect trust and another in
the group is off or angry or unfocused—It breaks the energy and you
will have a hard time regaining it” (Survey 2664).
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Paranormal Experiences

In chapter 2 we note that Neo-Pagans report having more paranor-
mal experiences than other Americans do. The same is true for every
region of the United States. Although there are regional variations
among Neo-Pagans, the differences tend to be much smaller than
the regional differences found in the GSS as evidenced by compar-
ing tables 35 and 36. Furthermore, the regions of greater or fewer
paranormal experiences shown in the GSS are different from those
in our survey. In response to the question of how often Neo-Pagans
felt they were somewhere before but knew it was impossible, all
respondents to The Pagan Census who answered this question in
the East South Central region claim they had this experience at least
once. The vast majority of Neo-Pagans in all regions report having
this experience several times or often. These statistics can be com-
pared with the results from the GSS in which the Mountain region
reports having the smallest percentage (18.3 percent) who never had
this experience and the West North Central region the largest per-
centage (45.3 percent) that never had this experience. Compara-
tively, Neo-Pagans in the West North Central region rank seventh
and those in the Mountain region rank sixth among all regions for
inhabitants who have never had this experience.

Neo-Pagans in the East South Central region again are the most
likely to at least once have felt in touch with someone who is at a
distance. Only 2.2 percent of Neo-Pagans in this region state that
they never had this experience. The East North Central area has the
largest percentage (8.6 percent) who never had this experience. The
difference between the regions in which the fewest and the most
Neo-Pagans have not had this experience is quite small. The results
from the GSS show a wider range among the regions. In the GSS
the South Atlantic region has the largest percentage of the popula-
tion having had this experience at least once. In this region only 28.2
percent claim they never had this experience. The West North Cen-
tral region again has the lowest rate of paranormal experiences, with
42 percent who has not had this experience.

The regional difference among GSS respondents decreases for
the question of whether the individual has perceived events at a
great distance. The West South Central region, the area in which
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the most individuals had this experience at least once, report 63.1
percent who never had this experience. These responses can be
compared with the region with the fewest individuals who have had
this experience—the West North Central region—in which 79 per-
cent state they never had this experience. In comparison, the
regional difference among respondents to The Pagan Census who
never had this experience is greater than for previous questions on
the paranormal. The percentages vary among Neo-Pagans from 43.1
percent in the West South Central region to 59.4 percent in the
Mid-Atlantic region.

GSS responses to the question of how often an individual has
experienced being in touch with the dead ranges from a low of 54.3
percent in the Mountain region to a high of 66.1 percent in the
Pacific region who have never had this experience. The range of dif-
ference is smaller for respondents to The Pagan Census, in which
19.6 percent in the East South Central region and 28.8 percent in
the Mountain region never had this experience. Similarly, there is a
smaller range of responses in our survey than the in the GSS to the
question of how often the respondents felt they were close to a pow-
~ erful, spiritual force that seemed to lift them outside of themselves.
Responses to The Pagan Census range from 8.7 percent in the East
South Central region to 17.3 percent in the Mid-Atlantic region of
respondents who had never had this experience. This percentage
range can be compared with the responses to the GSS, in which the
Pacific region has the fewest respondents (60.7 percent) who never
had this experience and New England has the most respondents (80
percent) who had never had this experience.

If one looks only at the regions in which there are the highest or
lowest incidences of individuals having at least one paranormal expe-
rience, it appears in general that individuals in the southern United
States have a higher rate of paranormal experiences. This observa-
tion is misleading, as in the GSS and even more so in The Pagan
Census there are usually several regions with similar scores. In gen-
eral there is no regional pattern of where paranormal experiences are
more common or less common, with the possible exception of the
West North Central region, in which respondents to the GSS con-
sistently had fewer paranormal experiences.

=
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Neo-Pagans’ paranormal experiences are tied to their spiritual ori-
entation and not the region in which they reside. There is a greater
consistency of levels of paranormal experience among Neo-Pagan
respondents to our survey than among respondents to the GSS. Fur-
thermore, there is no relationship between the regions in which
Neo-Pagans have fewer or more paranormal experiences and regional
rates of these experiences among the general American public. Neo-
Pagans are encouraged by their religion to have and to acknowledge
paranormal experiences. Those who self-define as members of this
religion appear more likely to identify with other Neo-Pagans
throughout the country in defining their paranormal experiences
than they are to identify with their neighbors.

Politics

Based on the indicators used in our survey, there are very few
regional differences in political activity or attitudes among Neo-
Pagans. Although some small variations exist among regions on
issues of government spending and levels of confidence, none of the
differences are noteworthy. New England and Pacific regions stand
out, however, in their support of preferential hiring. In most regions
considerably more Neo-Pagans disapprove of preferential hiring
than approve of it. However, in the Pacific region 45 percent agree
to some degree, and 44 percent disagree to some degree with the
proposition that “to redress previous discrimination there should be
preferential hiring of women at all levels of employment.” In New
England 44 percent agree to some degree, and 47 percent disagree
to some degree with this statement. The Pacific region, in which
69.5 percent of respondents are women, has a slightly higher pro-
portion of women to men than other regions. As women are some-
what more likely than men to support preferential hiring, some of
the difference can be explained by the disproportionate number of
women in this region.

Across the nation Neo-Pagans participate at about the same rate
of political activity, such as writing to legislators, grassroots organiz-
ing, and participating in political campaigns. When asked about special
events, such as participating in marches and demonstrations, how-
ever, there are marked regional differences. Neo-Pagans in culturally
more conservative regions are less likely to participate in marches or
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demonstrations of any kind. In only one region, the Pacific, is there
a majority (52.1 percent) of Neo-Pagans who state they have partic-
ipated in this type of activity. Two regions, East North Central and
New England, have more individuals who say they have participated
in these activities than those who state that they have not. In the
East North Central region 47.1 percent of the respondents claim
that they have participated in these types of activities, and 46.7 per-
cent state they have not. Similarly, in New England 46.3 percent of
respondents indicate they have participated in these activities, and
45.7 percent state they have not. The Mid-Atlantic region has almost
as many respondents (45.6 percent) who claim they have partici-
pated in these activities as those who have not (49.6 percent). These
four regions stand out from the other five regions in which between
21.6 percent and 30.8 percent of the respondents claim to have par-
ticipated in these activities.

Responses to our questions about gay and lesbian rights receives
very high support among Neo-Pagans throughout the country. It is
possible that if we had asked more controversial questions, such as
the one about preferential hiring, we would find some notable dif-
ferences. We unfortunately do not ask our respondents if they are
out of the broom closet, so to speak, about their spiritual practices
with their neighbors, friends, families, and work associates. We sus-
pect that such a question would reveal important regional differ-
ences. As one respondent to The Pagan Census remarks, “There are
already Wiccans on both the Church Council of Greater Seattle and
the Washington State Interfaith Council (W.S.I.C.). One of our
Wiccan representatives to the W.S.I.C. has recently been elected
vice president (No, I'm not kidding!)” (Survey 3049). Although in
some parts of the country Neo-Pagans are welcome on interfaith
councils, in others Neo-Pagans fear that they will suffer discrimina-
tion if they are open about their religious affiliation.

Dissimilarities and Similarities

This chapter explores differences and similarities among six sects of
Neo-Paganism, three forms of spiritual practice, and regions based
on responses to questions on demographics, politics, and paranor-
mal experiences. Overall, there is a great deal of similarity among the
groups with some notable exceptions. Goddess Worshipers have a
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higher proportion of women and Druids a higher proportion of men.
Heterosexual Neo-Pagans in more conservative areas of the country
are more likely to be legally married than they are to be living
together or ritually married. Those involved in covens or groups, UU
Neo-Pagans, and Shamans are more politically active than other
Neo-Pagans. Solitaries are the least politically active and least con-
cerned with issues of gender and sexual-preference equality. This
occurrence may be related in part to a larger proportion of these
individuals being in their twenties and thirties. Regional political
attitudes among Neo-Pagans are quite similar, but those living in
more conservative regions are less likely to participate in rallies
or demonstrations. As Neo-Pagans in general tend to be more polit-
ically active and liberal than the general American population,
Neo-Pagans—regardless of sect, form of practice, or region of resi-
dence—distinguish themselves from the general American public by
being more politically active and more liberal.

In subsequent chapters we explore the extent to which participa-
tion in different sects, forms of worship, and region of residence
influence individuals’ views on the creation of clergy, greater organi-
zational structure, and the involvement of children in Neo-Pagan-
ism. Issues of specific differences in ritual practice—for example,
how the goddess or goddess and gods are called into a circle (if
indeed a circle is cast), what particular incantations are used, and
specific ways of thinking about the divine—are outside the scope of
our data. It would be interesting in future research to have data on
these specific questions, as such information would help to deter-
mine the degree to which Neo-Pagan spiritual paths form distinct
practices.






