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ABSTRACT

Keith Thomas' celebrated theory of the decline of magic during the seventeenth
century, and its disappearance by the twentieth century, stands in stark contrast to the
magia naturalis of the Renaissance and the later occult revival of the fin de siecle
from which Wicca developed. In this thesis we contend that in the ferment of
Renaissance Europe, magic remained an integral part of western esotericism, of which
Wicca in the 1990s is a current manifestation. Using Antoine Faivre's characterisation
of esotericism and Wouter Hanegraaff's historical emphasis on esoteric connections,
we construct a framework to enable us to assess Wicca as an esoteric religious
tradition in the 1990s. Within this framework, and running throughout the thesis, we
investigate an apparent transformation in the understanding and practice of magic. We
argue not only that Wicca is a specific religion and part of the Western Esoteric
Tradition, but that the use and understanding of magic in Wicca is not divorced from,
but part of religion; rather than a contra-religious. instrumental means of control

utilised by individuals, magic may thus instead be understood as a participative group

he!



religious practice. This thesis thus seeks to go beyond the conflation of Wicca with
other forms of witchcraft and paganism in order to uncover Wicca as a specific form
of spiritual expression. The seemingly ever-increasing popularity of Wicca in the
Protestant world suggests that Thomas' theory, whilst accurate for the restricted
historical epoch with which he engages, in fact requires revision as a consequence of
the development of Wicca as a religion in the second half of the twentieth century.
Thus, instead of religious changes causing a decline in magic, as we approach the
twenty-first century it may in fact be more appropriate to speak of religion and the

return of magic.
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INTRODUCTION

RELIGION AND THE RETURN OF MAGIC

for good or ill, magic continues to appeal and witchcraft will not soon vanish

from this earth (Jeffrey Russell 1991: 175).

In these concluding words of A History of Witchcraft: Sorcerers, Heretics and
Pagans, Jeffrey Russell alerts us to both the link between magic and witchcraft and to
the considerable appeal of the image of the witch throughout history. He thus
provides the starting point for the present thesis: if witchcraft (and magic) has indeed
‘not vanished from this earth’, what forms does it take at the end of the twentieth
century, how are Wicca and magic understood by practitioners, and how is Wicca to

be characterised in the s@iritual milieu of the 1990s?

CATEGORISING WICCA
Since its inception in the 1950s and continuing into the 1990s, modern witchcraft has

attracted increasing public attention'. Once misunderstood?, it has become a relatively

' The publicity of Wicca and its emergence into relative popularity from the 1950s is assessed in
Chapter One. In the 1990s, the increase in public attention can be seen in the medium of television,
where Wicca has been included in Channel 4's series on alternative spirituality, Desperately Seeking
Something (broadcast 25.11.96) and Everyman's 'Pagans’ Progress' broadcast on BBC 1 (30.11.97).

2 We refer here specifically to the misconstrual of modern witchcraft as Satanism resulting from the
theological notion introduced in the sixteenth century that 'the essence of witchcraft was adherence to
the Devil' (Thomas 1991: 534). This misunderstanding still persists, and came to light most recently in

the ritual abuse cases of the late 1980s and early 1990s.
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acceptable spiritual alternative within the plurality of modern religiosity”. Drawing on
pagan traditions of the past, images of the witch, and the occult revival of the fin de
siécle, modern witchcraft presents itself as a modern-day mystery religion (Wicca), a
form of feminist/Goddess spirituality® (feminist witchcraft), the survival of ancient
rural wisdom (hedgewitchcraft) and as a means by which magic is returned to an
otherwise disenchanted world. Publications on the subject of modern witchcraft
increase seemingly year by year’, and serious academic study of witchcraft and

Paganism is becoming more popular®,

Yet the emergence of modern witchcraft into relative popularity since the late 1970s

and 1980s’ has engendered diverse manifestations of what is often called, simply, 'the

3 In particular, the acceptance of Wicca as one alternative form of religiosity in the modern world can be
seen in the inclusion of Wiccans, representing Paganism, in Interfaith meetings.

* The overlap and distinctions between feminist spirituality and Goddess spirituality will be clarified in
Chapter One.

’ This has been particularly so in the past decade; examples can be found in Chapter Two and in the
bibliography of this thesis.

6 See, for example, the collected volumes edited by Harvey & Hardman (1996), Lewis (1996), Pearson
et al (1998) and other works discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis. Undergraduate courses which
include the study of Paganism and Wicca have been taught at Bath Spa University College, Bristol,
King's College, Lampeter, Lancaster, and Winchester. Postgraduate research on Wicca and Paganism is
being conducted at all the above institutions, as well as, for example, at Cheltenham and Gloucester
CHE, Goldsmiths' College, and the London School of Economics.

7 Salomonsen (1996: 42) reports that 1979 is 'the year referred to by many of my informants when "it"
all happened: the Goddess movement burst forth in full bloom. The new "gospel" was being spread

through a number of important books and conferences’. These publications include Christ and

to
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Craft®, and thus the question of characterisation has become a key i.ssue. On the one
hand, in popular literature one might find references to white witches, black witches,
green witches, hedgewitches, ditch witches, feminist witches, teenage witches, New
Age witches, media witches’. In academic studies, on the other hand, witchcraft has
been interpreted as New Age'? (Heelas 1996; Hanegraaff 1998), as a New Religious
Movement (Barker 1989), as a revived religious tradition (Hutton 2000; Crowley

1998), and as nature religion (Crowley 1998; Harvey 1997).

The Sociology of the Occult

Early research which included, but was not primarily concemed with Wicca,
witchcraft and Paganism was conducted principally by American sociologists
concerned with questions of 'deviancy' in what they termed 'occultism"'. James
Beckford, however, stated the problems inherent in the 'sociology of the occult' when
he argued that most sociologists are only interested in the occult as a convenient

indicator of deviance or error. He says,

Plaskow's Womanspirit Rising (1979), Merlin Stone's When God was a Woman (1976), Naomi
Goldenberg's Changing of the Gods (1979), Mary Daly's Gyn/Ecology (1978), Margot Adler's Drawing
Down the Moon (1979), and Starhawk's The Spiral Dance (1979).

% A term which we avoid in this thesis, as 'the Craft' is also used to denote Freemasonry and Druidry.

? See, for example, The Cauldron: Pagan Journal of the Old Religion (91: 30), February 1999 in which
this list of witch types appeared (and see p. 46 of the present thesis).

1% For a refutation of the conflation of Wicca with New Age, see Pearson 1998; also Hanegraaff 1998:
85 points to the 'complicating factor' of neopaganism in characterisations of the New Age.

"' The 'sociology of the occult' is discussed further in the review of previous research in Chapter Two.

(OS]



Religion and the Return of Magic

the notion of deviance, deviance-amplification and labelling already
constituted a ready-made conceptual and theoretical framework in which
[occultist groups] were readily reduced to a matter of personal or social
problems. It is as if these movements simply flew into a very sticky spider's
web of concepts and assumptions which immediately reduced their
significance to an expression of alienation, anomie, relative deprivation or 'the

flight from reason' (Beckford 1984: 260).

The occult tends to be defined as deviation from a given norm, a norm which is in turn
defined in terms of modern scientific rationalism. As Wouter Hanegraaff points out,
'to approach occultism only negatively and indirectly (in terms of its contrasts to "the"
scientific and rational world-view) precludes any possibility of understanding it in its
own terms and on its own premises’ (1995b: 119-120), as well as perpetuating a

superficial dichotomy between science and the 'irrational'.

Beckford's 'sticky spider's web of concepts and assumptions' is just as relevant to the
inclusion of Wicca and, to a lesser extent Paganism, within the field of the New Age
Movement and New Religious Movements (NRMs), fields which are themselves
subject to contestation. As Elizabeth Puttick (1997: 233) points out, 'We may talk . . .
about Christian-based, Eastern-based, Western occult and New Age movements,
which tells us little beyond the obvious and fails to highlight either the significant
differences between these groups or the similarities between movements in different

groupings'.
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The New Age Movement

The inclusion of Wicca and Paganism under the New Age rubric has been contested
regularly over the past five years'?. Wicca is, for the most part, 'more overtly religious
and precisely defined than the New Age' according to Simes (1997: 490-98, cited in
Hutton 2000"), but given the use of terminology borrowed from Jungian psychology
in popular books on Wicca", with much reference given to individuation and the
search for the Self, it is easy to see why a connection has been made between Wicca
and the characteristic ‘Self-spirituality’ (Heelas 1996: 18) of the New Age. However,
focusing on an examination of the evidence for British Wicca's rejection of
identification with the New Age, I have previously asserted that the three central
principles of New Age teaching presented by Paul Heelas in his study of the New Age
movement are inapplicable to Wicca as it is practised in Britain”. Fundamental
differences between Wicca and the New Age were examined through the attitudes of

Wiccans and New Agers to the terms 'commitment’ and 'authority'.

Using Colin Campbell’s concept of the cultic milieu and the distinctions between cult
and sect, Hanegraaff (1998a: 15) suggests that 'sources qualify as New Age the more
they diverge from sect characteristics and approach the cultic profile '(ibid.: 18). Yet
Hanegraaff includes Wicca as New Age, despite the fact that Gardnerian/Alexandrian

Wicca in Britain does precisely the converse, demonstrating predominantly sect

12 See York (1995), Harvey (1997), Puttick (1997), Hanegraaff (1998a; 1998b), Pearson (1998)

'3 page references for Hutton's forthcoming volume are not provided as they are unavailable at the time
of writing,.

" Vivianne Crowley's Wicca (1989; 1997) being the most obvious example.

'’ pearson 1998: 45-56.
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characteristics. Hanegraaff's reason for including Wicca is due to a focus upon post-
1970s, largely North American derivations of Wicca, and he may well be correct to do
so. Indeed, he points to a New Age Paganism' as well as types which fall outside the
New Age rubric. Yet, as we shall show, Wicca in its classic form nevertheless
remains somewhat different, and should not be conflated with later derivations which
seem to be more assimilable to the New Age. Hanegraaff's conflation is managed with
some reticence, and he is aware that the classic form of Wicca perhaps wouldn't be
termed New Age' if it had remained esoteric. Our point is simply this: that Hanegraaff
is not sufficiently aware - and indeed, there is no reason why he should be - of
Alexandrian/Gardnerian Wicca in Britain which remains esoteric and is therefore of a
type outside Hanegraaff's categorisation. Yet Hanegraaff also denies Wicca a place
within esoteric spirituality on the same grounds, and it is the stated purpose of this

thesis to explore the applicability of this category to Wicca.

New Religious Movements and 'Revived' Religion

Contrary to the reaction against being labelled New Age, however, Wiccans generally
find it more or less acceptable for Wicca to be classified as a new religion whilst
recognising that the term is not particularly accurate. The term New Religious
Movement' (NRM) has been used to cover 'a disparate collection of organisations,
most of which have emerged in their present form since the 1950s, and most of which
offer some kind of answer to questions of a fundamental religious, spiritual or
philosophical nature' (Barker 1989: 9). Eileen Barker includes witchcraft in her
appendix listing examples of NRMs, yet she has not conducted any research on Wicca

and Paganism, concentrating instead on new religions based on Eastern practices, and
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on Christian sects. Additionally, Barker appears to focus on similarities between the
religions she includes under the rubric of NRMs, ignoring those differences which
would, to my mind, give considerable doubt to the inclusion of Wicca and Paganism
as NRMs. For example, as we shall see in Chapter Four, Wicca does not depend upon
charismatic leaders and, given the structure of Wicca in small-scale, autonomous
covens, it seems ridiculous to suggest that the religion could operate around a single
guru figure. Furthermore, as the data collected and reported in Chapter Two of this
study indicates, the attraction of Wicca is not limited to any particular age group
(except, perhaps, the over-twenties, which is hardly narrow) or cultural group. And
since Wicca does not offer or promise 'salvation’, and expects its practitioners to
integrate their spiritual practices and expression in their everyday lives, existing
relationships with family and friends tend to be maintained. Lastly, the practice of
secrecy and privacy within Wicca, meeting for ritual in private homes or secluded
woodland and operating in small autonomous covens with no overarching
organisation, indicates that the religion does not present an open challenge to wider

society and culture.

Many Wiccans in fact prefer the term ‘revived religion’, since they draw upon ancient
traditions and manipulate them for the twentieth century'®. But there are few witches
today who feel the need to invent for witchcraft a physical lineage going back to the
dawn of time. The representation by practitioners of Wicca as 'the Old Religion' is

rarely accepted as valid in anything other than a symbolic sense. For as Ronald Hutton

' Seventy five of the one hundred and twenty witches in a survey I conducted in 1995 (discussed fully

in Chapter Two of the thesis) regarded their religion as 'revived'.
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has pointed out, 'the Paganism of today has very little in common with that of the past
except the name, which is itself of Christian coinage' (1993: 337) whilst the relics of
Paganism which survived did so in a manner which was completely detached from any

religious context which they may once have had.

Nature Religion

'Nature Religion' is a relatively recent academic construct under which to group a
variety of religions, including Paganism, eco-spirituality, and indigenous religions. It
is also popular with Wiccans - one hundred and three out of the one hundred and
twenty (86%) witches represented in the 1995 survey told me that they regarded their
religion as 'nature religion' Yet at present, 'nature religion' is a contested designation,
and is itself an emerging field. The current use of the term 'nature religion' stems from
Catherine Albanese's usage in her book Nature Religion in America: From the
Algonkian Indians to the New Age (1990). Albanese defined nature religion as beliefs,
behaviours and values which make nature a 'symbolic centre'. Whilst recognising the
value of the construct in bringing to light the diversity of religious practices which do
take nature as a symbolic referent, Albanese's term has been criticised as too broad to
be of practical use. Bron Taylor suggests instead that we use phrases such as 'the
natural dimension of religion', or 'nature influenced religion' to distinguish those
religions which see nature as important but not sacred, and keeping 'nature religion'

exclusively for reference to religions which regard nature as sacred.

\

Wiccans do regard nature as sacred. but relate to nature with a combination of

intimacy and distance, shaping it with sacred circles and ritual to suit their own needs
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for relationship with the earth. The nature/culture duality thus persists in nature
religion, reflecting a turn to nature as a source of revitalisation, attempting to re-
engage with a nature from which they feel estranged, to re-enchant the natural world
which has been exploited and dominated. Since Wicca and Paganism are not salvation
religions, they do not reject the world or the everyday reality of living in the world, but
seek to enhance life on earth. Earthly existence is not regarded as fundamentally
sinful or binding, with a need for salvation or escape. How much one takes this as a

need to defend and protect the earth, however, is open to question.

It is clear, therefore, that modern witchcraft occupies a somewhat ambiguous position
vis a vis contemporary religiosity, yet it has appeared to be easily assimilable to the so-
called 'sociology of the occult', the New Age Movement, and NRMs, which have
tended to reduce Wicca and other Pagan religions to inappropriate categories. Such
already existing fields of study have proved inadequate to accommodate Wicca, and it
is this problem which the present thesis ultimately seeks to address. New designations
such as 'revived religion' and 'nature religion' may prove to be more applicable as

terms of categorisation.

MAGIC AND RELIGION

A Brief Outline of the Debate

The difficulty in interpretating and characterising Wicca is exacerbated by the
deliberate blurring of the boundaries between religion and magic within Wiccan

practice. Magic has long been associated with religion and science according to the
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tripartite distinction formulated by Sir James Frazer'’. In regarding magic as more of
an art than a science, an art which attempted to make things happen'®, Frazer (1890)
saw magic as distinct from religion and proposed an evolutionary schema in which
magic predated religion, which in turn preceded science, and introduced the
dichotomy of magic as manipulation contrasted with religion as supplication.
Bronislaw Malinowski (1948: 86-87), in his study of the Trobriand Islanders, argued
against an absolute trichotomy and instead considered magic, religion and scientific
knowledge to be co-existent, each being used for different purposes and in different
contexts in an appropriate manner. He did, however, maintain a distinction between
magic and religion on the grounds that religion referred to the fundamental issues of

human existence, whereas magic was concerned with specific and concrete problems.

For sociologists, the distinguishing features of magic and religion were somewhat
different from those expounded by the anthropologists, being concerned with the well-
being of the community. Thus, Durkheim (1995) stressed the individuality of magic,
distinguishing magical beliefs and rites from religion on the basis that religion unites

people together in society whereas magic, as an individual rather than collective

'7 | am aware that Edward Tylor predated Frazer in the discourse on magic. However, since Tylor was
predominantly concerned with the distinctions between science on the one hand, and magic as pseudo-
science on the other, a discourse which does not directly concern us here, it seems more pertinent to
begin our dicussion with Frazer.

"1t is therefore interesting to note that Aleister Crowley, whose magical work, largely derived from the
Golden Dawn though permeated by Crowley's own style of invention and innovation, has influenced
Wicca very strongly, defined magic as 'the Science and Art of causing change to occur in conformity

with Will' (Crowley 1973: 131, emphasis mine).
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practice, does not. For Durkheim, magic falls outside the group dynamics necessary to
religion as a social institution, a distinction pre-empted by Marcel Mauss who
considered magic to be any rite which plays no part in organised religion and which is
therefore private, secret and mysterious. A. R. Radcliffe Brown (1948) introduced
ritual and social value to theories of magic, and the anthropologist E. E. Evans-
Pritchard (1937: 30, 201) emphasised a sociological dimension in stressing the
importance of networks of social links, tensions and conflicts to Zande magic, which

is used not to change nature but to combat powers and events caused by other people.

Such distinctions, however, have not been without criticism. As H. S. Versnel points
out (1991: 177), the distinctions between magic, religion and science have been under
attack since the 1940s, and earlier. R. R. Marrett (1911), for example, claimed that the
distinctions between magic and religion are illusory, stemming from ethnocentric
projection and the distortion of history, and coined the term 'magico-religious' in an
attempt to bridge the division. Claude Lévi-Strauss (1966) saw magic as the
naturalisation of human actions and religion as the humanisation of natural laws;
consequently, both magic and religion imply each other and are complementary and
inseparable. Taking the lack of distinction between magic and religion to its logical
extreme, Lévi-Strauss suggested that magic as a concept is empty of meaning and
should therefore not be used. As Versnel points out, however, the problem is that one
'cannot talk about magic without using the term magic' (1991: 181). Furthermore,
Versnel outlines the criticisms of Marrett and others in describing the 'modern concept

of magic' as,

1
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the product of an evolution which started in late antiquity in the context of
Jewish-Christian conflict with remnants of pagan cults and which acquired its
definitive Western connotations under the double influence of a comparable
theological conflict between Protestants and Roman Catholics in the 16th
century and the subsequent evolution of Western scientific ideas. Magic [is
an] essentially modern-Western, rationalistic and biased concept and as such
quite unsuitable for application to the study of non-Western cultures where
similar dichotomies cannot always be demonstrated, either terminologically or

conceptually (1991: 180).

Criticisms of evolutionary theories of magic have come predominantly from
anthropologists and sociologists concerned with the applicability of western concepts
of magic to non-western peoples, resulting in a 'confusing spectrum of divergent
theories' (Versnel 1991: 181). Tanya Luhrmann (1994: 8-10), however, pre-empts our
concern with modern, western, industrialised people who practice magic in arguing
that the opposite is also true: that the paradigms of magic presented in anthropological
work among primitive societies are inadequate to interpret magical practices in
literate, post-industrial western society. We must therefore seek new ways of

understanding the relationship between magic and religion.

Religion and the Decline of Magic?
Max Weber's understanding of the decline of magic in the wake of the Protestant
Reformation appears initially to be the best starting point for such an investigation, not

least because Weber's work has been followed in Keith Thomas' landmark study
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Religion and the Decline of Magic ([1971] 1991). For Weber (1966), whereas religion
was rational, organised and functional, magic was primitive, the 'guardian of the
irrational' (Wax & Wax 1963: 501). He regarded magic as a widespread form of
popular religion in pre-industrial society, recourse to which prevented the
rationalisation of economic life. Keith Thomas provides historical evidence to suggest
that religion and magic were indistinguishable before the seventeenth century, and that
distinctions between religion and magic were the product of a specific epoch in
European history, when the Protestant Reformation attempted to take the magic out of
religion during the sixteenth century. Protestantism, according to Thomas, thus
created the division of magic from religion, and the subsequent decline of magic
allowed for the 'rationalisation of economic life'. Thomas concludes that the decline
of magic was complete by the end of the seventeenth century, with the growth of
urban living, the rise of science, and the ideology of self-help emancipating people
from the need for magical beliefs (1991: 794). Intellectual changes, new technology,

and new aspirations thus replaced belief in magic with optimism in man's ability.

However, it was precisely the sixteenth century that produced the foundation of the
Western Esoteric Tradition, as the Renaissance spread beyond Italy throughout
Western Europe. Within Renaissance esotericism, magic was viewed as 'the
circulation and transformation of universal pneuma by the force of love' (Orion 1995:
92), a common cosmic spirit (spiritus mundi) which operated as a channel between the

heavens and man, the macrocosm and the microcosm. This understanding of magic
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was by no means in conflict with religion", for magic was not regarded as purely
instrumental and pragmatic but, at its highest level, as mystical religion which has love
as its foundation. The tension between various uses of magic, however, becomes
evident in Cornelius Agrippa's De occulta philosophia of 1533, where pragmatic goals
are superseded by religious goals such as prophecy and mystical experience.
Nevertheless, as Hanegraaff (1999a: 21) points out, 'even in the explicitly "magical"
occult philosophy of Agrippa, the general framework is one of a spiritual path oriented
towards the attainment of gnosis. The pragmatic aspect oriented towards short-term
goals may get a lot of attention, but in the end it is always subordinate to the long-term

goal of mystical attainment'.

We must therefore question Thomas' rather limited definition of magic as 'the
employment of ineffective techniques to allay anxiety when effective ones are not
available', which have today 'either disappeared or [are] at least greatly decayed in
prestige' (ibid.: 800). Like so many scholars, Thomas fails to engage with the
developing understanding of magic during the sixteenth century, preferring instead to
confine his understanding to that articulated by the turn of the century scholars
mentioned above. In contrast, this thesis takes as its starting point the argument that
‘magic is the hidden underside of modernism. We have to go back to Yeats to find a

moment when magic and the cultural transformation of society are clearly articulated

' Although ambiguities are evident in the works of Christian mages such as Marsilio Ficino, who
attempted to reconcile the practice of magic to Christian doctrine, particularly as expounded by
Augustine in his City of God, this is largely because the Hermetic passages relating to the animation of
statues with the powers of the cosmos seemed to breach the Second Commandment (see Hanegraaff

1999a: 1ff.).
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together but this link is one of the dominant notes of the twentieth century’ (MacCabe
1998: 82). In terms of historicism, we might be forgiven for expressing astonishment
that previous works have neglected to note the overlaps between the developing
esotericism of the Renaissance and the beginning of the Great Witch Hunt, on the one
hand, and the occult revival expressed not only in the growth of initiatory societies but
also in the art and literature of the period, and the development of scholarly enquiry
into religion, anthropology, science, and magic on the other. Perhaps we might argue
that MacCabe’s ‘dominant notes’ are dominant precisely because they have been so

ignored as currents of western history?”

Such notes are, however, being heard again in the more recent academic studies of
magic?!. Rosemary and Murray Wax proposed in 1963 that magic can best be
understood as a worldview rather than as a rite or a cult, a worldview which is
distinctive from the rational worldviews of western science or Judeo-Christian
religion, but which is itself 'a sensible, coherent system of thought and action
employed by practical and intelligent people' (1963: 502). Jan van Baal (1963)
likewise stresses an emphasis on magic as a participatory worldview, and urges a
focus on what magic expresses rather than on its supposed results. Van Baal regards
magic as part of religion whilst maintaining manageable distinctions which he says are

idealtypical and pragmatic rather than absolute and rigid. Contemporary researchers

% There is a great deal of scope for research in this area, which the present author intends to undertake
in the near future. The necessity of such a project, and its implications, are discussed in the conclusion

of the thesis.

! Throughout this thesis, we shall adopt more recent understandings of magic, whilst at the same time

drawing attention to characteristics of magic derived earlier.
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such as Wouter Hanegraaff (1998a), Richard Sutcliffe (1996), and Sarah Pike (1996)
have all embraced magic as a participatory practice, Hanegraaff linking magic
historically to esotericism and Sutcliffe regarding it as a form of gnostic spirituality
within the broader spectrum of the Western Esoteric Tradition, a spirituality which is

radically individualistic and aimed at self-transmutation.

Concentrating on the earliest known form of modern witchcraft, Wiccazz, this thesis
engages with studies of this Western Esoteric Tradition as a means of assessing Wicca
as a form of esoteric spirituality, and considers the effectiveness of esotericism as an
appropriate category for Wicca in relation to previous categorisations. In particular,
the thesis engages with the field of western esotericism as delineated by Antoine

Faivre and, following him, Wouter Hanegraaff.

ESOTERICISM

In terms of scholarly literature, both Faivre and Hanegraaff note modern witchcraft’s
connections to the Western Esoteric Tradition®; however, their focus is not an
assessment of Wicca as esoteric religion. Emic characterisations of Wicca, such as

that provided by Vivianne Crowley (1996b: 81-2), present Wicca as an esoteric

22 There are forms of witchcraft which claim to predate the emergence of Wicca in England, most
notably Traditional and Hereditary witchcraft. However, since there is no evidence to support these
claims, we follow Ronald Hutton's assertion that Wicca is the classic, earliest known form of modern
witchcraft (Hutton 2000, forthcoming). An extensive demarcation of the field of witchcraft follows in
Chapter One.

 Faivre 1994: 17; Hanegraaff 1998a: 85.
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mystery religion and draw clear distinctions between esoteric Wicca and exoteric

witchcraft and Paganism. Crowley writes,

[w]ithin modern Paganism we have seen initially a revival of the inner esoteric
aspects of Pagan tradition. These are small, closed groups to which entry is
solely by initiation ceremonies . . . More recently we have seen the growth of
exoteric Paganism, whereby modern Pagans have devised rites and
ceremonies, held more and more often in public, to celebrate marriage, the
birth of children and death, and whereby Pagans have sought to develop
religious teaching for their children and to extend ministry to those of the

community who are in need, whether in hospital, hospice or prison.

According to practitioner understanding, then, Wicca can be characterised as an
'esoteric' mystery religion distinguishable from 'exoteric' witchcraft and Paganism. In
terms of scholarly analysis, however, the accuracy of this insider position is unclear.
Through an application of current academic research in the field of western
esotericism to Wicca in the 1990s, it is hoped that we may find an adequate

framework which will enable us to assess Wicca as a form of esoteric spirituality.

Academic Understandings of Esotericism

Antoine Faivre, the foremost scholar of the esoteric field, defines esotericism as a
form of thought expressed through exemplifying currents, rather than a specific genre
(1994:4), and identifies six components of esotericism: correspondences, living nature,

imagination and mediations, experience of transmutation, the praxis of concordance,
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and transmission (ibid.: 10-15)*. Of these, the first four are essential to a definition of
a tradition as esoteric whilst the latter two Faivre considers to be 'relative' elements,
frequently occurring in combination with the four fundamental characteristics but
unnecessary to the categorisation of a practice as esoteric (1994: 14). Throughout the
course of the thesis, it will be necessary to trace the presence of Faivre’s six
characteristics in contemporary Wicca in order to assess Wicca as a possible form of
esotericism. A preliminary discussion of each characteristic is thus essential before

we proceed to the main body of the thesis.

Characteristics of Esotericism

The first of the four fundamental characteristics is correspondences. Real and
symbolic correspondences are believed to exist throughout all parts of the universe,
both visible and invisible: '[t]hese correspondences, considered more or less veiled at
first sight, are, therefore, intended to be read and deciphered. The entire universe is a
huge theater [sic] of mirrors, an ensemble of hieroglyphs to be decoded. Everything is
a sign; everything conceals and exudes mystery; every object hides a secret' (Faivre
1994: 10). But, Faivre warns. the presence of correspondences alone does not
necessarily indicate esotericism, for doctrines of correspondence can be found in many

philosophical and religious currents®.

 Faivre has identified these characteristics from the corpus of writings attributed to Hermes
Trismegistus (see Chapter Three, note 45 for further details of this corpus).

% The notion of correspondences was also, of course, popular in fin de siécle writings, for example,
Baudelaire's sonnet, ‘Correspondances’ which, ‘reassigns to the poet his ancient role of vates, of
soothsayer, who by his intuition of the concrete, of immediately perceived things, is led to the idea of

these things, to the intricate system of “correspondences’™ (Fowlie 1990: p.29). Freeman (1999: 139)
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The second characteristic is living nature. In accordance with the theory of
correspondences, the cosmos is regarded as complex, plural and hierarchical and
nature thus occupies an essential place within it: 'Nature is seen, known, and
experienced as essentially alive in all its parts, often inhabited and traversed by a light
or hidden fire circulating through it' (ibid.: 11). This spiritual force permeating nature
is exemplified in the Renaissance understanding of magia naturalis, a 'complex notion
at the crossroads of magic and science' by which both knowledge of the networks of
sympathies and antipathies that link the things of Nature and the concrete operation of

this knowledge is indicated.

Imagination and Mgdiations constitute the third characteristic of esotericism. Faivre
explains that it is the imagination that allows the use of intermediaries such as symbols
and images 'to develop a gnosis, to penetrate the hieroglyphs of Nature, to put the
theory of correspondences into active practice and to uncover, to see, and to know the
mediating entities between Nature and the divine world' (ibid.: 12). The imagination
is regarded as far more than mere fantasy - it is the 'organ of the soul, thanks to which
humanity can establish a cognitive and visionary relationship with an intermediary
world', what Henry Corbin called the mundus imaginalis. Imaginatio is a 'tool for
knowledge of the self, world, Myth. The eye of fire pierces the bark of appearances to

call forth significations, "rapports" to render the invisible visible' (ibid.: 13).

points out that Arthur Symons, in London: 4 Book of Aspects (1908), works along similar lines, 'picking

his way through what Baudelaire termed ‘des foréts de symboles’ in order to perceive deeper truths'.
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The fourth, and last, of the fundamental characteristics is the experience of
transmutation. The alchemical term 'transmutation’ is used to define the initiatory
path of development by which 'the esotericist gains insight into the hidden mysteries
of cosmos, self and God' (Hanegraaff 1995b: 112). As transmutation implies a change
in the very substance of a thing or person®® there is, according to Faivre, no separation
between knowledge (gnosis) and inner experience, or intellectual activity and active

imagination (1994: 13).

We now come to the two 'relative' elements, included by Faivre because they
frequently occur alongside the four fundamental elements. The fifth characteristic is
termed the praxis of the concordance, which is understood as a 'consistent tendency to
try to establish common denominators between two different traditions or even more,
among all traditions, in the hope of obtaining an illumination, a gnosis, of superior
quality' (Faivre 1994: 14). This characteristic is taken to its extreme in the discourse
of the perennialists who postulate the existence of a primordial tradition which

overarches all other religious or esoteric traditions of humanity?”.

The sixth and last characteristic of esotericism is transmission, which refers to the
possibility or necessity of teaching being transmitted from master to disciple following

a pre-established channel. Inherent in this characteristic is the insistence that 'a person

% As opposed to mere ‘transformation’, which implies a change more or less limited to outward

appearance.
" This philosophia perennis became the 'Tradition’, constituted by a chain of mythical or historical
representatives including Moses. Zoroaster, Hermes Trimegistus, Orpheus, the Sibyls, Pythagoras and

Plato.
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cannot initiate himself any way he chooses but must go through the hands of an
initiator', and that both the initiator and the initiate must be attached to an authentic

tradition (Faivre 1994: 14-15).

The Importance of Historical Continuity

These six characteristics, according to Faivre, are not doctrinal but serve rather as
receptacles into which various types of experiences are distributed. Although the six
components can be positioned unequally, the first four must all be simultaneously
present in order for something to be considered esoteric. Yet this alone is not enough.
According to Hanegraaff (1995b: 121), it is also crucial that we demonstrate how the
original contents and associations of esotericism that originated in the Renaissance are
reinterpreted. Following and developing Faivre's work, Hanegraaff defines an esoteric
tradition as an ‘historical continuity in which individuals and/or groups are
demonstrably influenced in their life and thinking by the esoteric ideas formulated
earlier, which they use and develop according to the specific demands and cultural
context of their own period' (1995b: 118)*®.  Hanegraaff outlines the historical
perspective of esotericism as a 'container concept encompassing a complex of
interrelated currents and traditions from the early modern period up to the present day,
the historical origin and foundation of which lies in the syncretistic phenomenon of
Renaissance 'hermeticism' (1999: 4). He goes on to trace this esotericism through the
later developments of alchemy, Paracelsianism, Rosicrucianism, kabbalah,

Theosophical and Illuminist currents, and 'various occultist and related developments

2 The historical connections between Wicca and esotericism will be outlined and discussed in Chapter

Three of this thesis.



Religion and the Return of Magic

during the 19th and 20th century’ (ibid.:4) many of which, as we shall see in Chapter
Three, are the direct precursors of Wicca. Specifically, Wiccan magical practice
draws upon the magical heritage which underlies contemporary Wicca®, and provides
historical links to the Western Esoteric Tradition. Furthermore, an initial outline of

Wiccan magical practice may reveal some of Faivre's six characteristics.

WICCA, MAGIC AND ESOTERICISM

Although 'magic of any kind was not connected with the worship of deities' and '[t]he
distinction in pre-Christian society between a priestess or priest and a sorcerer or witch
was usually plain' (Hutton 1993: 291), this is not true of modern Wicca which-
separates magic frqm neither religion nor science. Far from the primitive or ancient
rites described in anthropological fieldwork among, for instance, the Zande, Wiccan
magical ritual and ceremonial magic can be highly ordered and stylised, based on
formulaic laws of correspondences particular to Renaissance magic which have been
transferred to Wicca largely through the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.*®
Fieldwork suggests that Wicca in fact operates with three 'types' of magic which are

contained within the continuous cycles of rituals in which Wiccans engage.

Three 'Types' of Magic
The first of these types could be termed 'lesser', 'natural’, or 'horizontal' magic, and

would include traditional concepts of spellcraft, for example chants, dances, and

¥ See Chapter Three.

% Wicca’s dependence on the magical work of the Golden Dawn will be elaborated upon in Chapter

Three.
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poppets’'. These isolated, specific spells may be performed separately from ritual or at
the end of ritual, and tend to be time and place specific, immediate rather than
continuous, goal orientated and pragmatic, for example a job spell. In this sense,
magic in Wicca is partly concerned with the 'specific, concrete’ problems referred to
by Malinowski and is thus distinct from religious concerns with the fundamental

issues of human existence.

The second magic could be termed 'higher', 'ritual' or 'vertical®* magic, and would in
conceptual terms be identical to ceremonial magic, though its practice may be
different. This type of magic tends to be performed as part of ritual (e.g. a kabbalistic
ritual might be used to empower planetary talismans) and integrated into a whole
system of correspondences. Systems of magical correspondences form associative
clusters of phenomena thought to share common affinities, the purpose of which is to
link the microcosm with the macrocosm®. For example, the kabbalistic sephira of
Yesod is associated with such things as: the Moon (planet), violet (colour), 9
(number), quartz (precious stone), mandrake (plant), jasmine (perfume). These are in
turn associated with other phenomena: thus, the Moon relates to specific lunar deities
such as Diana/Artemis, Selene, Hecate, Thoth, Ashtarte, and to water (the element
which it rules), mirrors (due to its reflective nature), the sea, tides and flux, the colour

silver as well as violet, moonstone as well as quartz. In this way, huge systems of

3" wax dolls made to represent people, used principally for healing.

32 Qur use of the terms 'horizontal' and 'vertical' is based on Salomonsen's use of a horizontal and a
vertical axis to describe, respectively, the 'magic of everyday life’ and the 'magic of ritual’ (1998:156).

3 The reflection of the macrocosm in the microcosm is a key Hermetic principal embedded within the

magic and philosophy of the Western Esoteric Tradition and thence transferred to Wicca.
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magical correspondences are built up such that the mention of "Yesod' or 'the Moon'
automatically sets off a chain of images, linked through association, which can be used
in magical ritual. Though goal oriented, 'vertical' magic is less immediate and specific
than 'low' magic, tending towards the sequential and processual, magic performed as
part of ongoing ritual continuity. This 'high' magic can be practised separately from
any particular religious belief system although, in Wicca, it tends to be integrated

within both a religious and magical worldview.

The third magic is the magic of transmutation, the stripping away of layers and forging
of the 'True Will' or pure self. It can be termed the 'greater magic' or 'spiritual
alchemy', to borrow Dolores Ashcroft-Nowicki's phrase (1986: 21-22), and is both
'vertical' and 'horizontal' in nature, integrated into both ritual and the everyday world.
This magic is journey-oriented, relating to an ongoing process of spiritual and personal
growth which is experiential, holistic and non-specific, not limited (to this life) but
perceived as an eternal process. In Wicca, the means by which this is done is not the
specificity of the spell or defined piece of magic, but the greater magic which is forged
within the ritual setting and which occurs as a gradual process marked by the initiatory

three degrees and the sequence of rituals which make up the Wheel of the Year™. It is

*This cycle of festivals is known as the Wheel of the Year, and incorporates eight festivals: Imbolc (1st
February), Spring Equinox (21st March), Beltane (Ist May), Midsummer (21st June), Lammas (Ist
August), Autumn Equinox (2Ist September), Samhain/Hallowe'en (31st October), and Yule (21st
December). Since this thesis is not concerned with a description of Wicca or Paganism, this cycle of
festivals is not portrayed at length in the main body of the text. However, since the Wheel of the Year is

referred to within the thesis, a description of the festivals is provided in Appendix 2. The reader is also
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not, therefore, measurable scientifically as an effect brought about by a cause, as
spellcraft may be, but rather by the noticeable experience of transmutation. The
efficacy of the greater magic, the Great Work, can only be measured in incomplete
stages, for it is believed to take many lifetimes to come to fruition, or what Jung has

termed individuation®>.

Esoteric Characteristics of Wiccan Magical Practice

Even in such an introductory characterisation of Wiccan magical practice, then, we
can already discern the explicit presence of two of Faivre's characteristics:
correspondences and the experience of transmutation. Implicit, however, are the
necessity of transmission within the initiatory structure, and the remaining two
fundamental characteristics of /living nature and imagination/mediation which, as
Faivre points out, are not really separable from correspondences and transmutation but
are separated only for methodological reasons. Faivre and Hanegraaff's recent work
on esotericism thus appears to be of direct relevance to our concerns in this study. We
have alluded earlier in this introduction to the emergence of Wicca into relative
popularity, the development of recent variations of modern witchcraft, and the
consequent ambiguity of Wicca's position within the categorisation of modern
religious practices. Whilst it is impossible to define Wicca as a current manifestation
of the Western Esoteric Tradition at the beginning of our study, it is anticipated that

esotericism will prove an adequate framework in which to explore and assess Wicca

referred to Crowley 1996: 157-170; Farrar & Farrar 1989; Harvey 1997: 1-13; Samuel 1998: 132-3, 140
n.35-37.

% See Vivianne Crowley 1996: 176-7, 224-5.
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and its differences to other forms of witchcraft and Paganism. The organisation of this

framework can thus now be outlined.

SUMMARY OF CONTENTS

As indicated earlier, this thesis concentrates on the earliest known form of modern
witcheraft, Wicca. We therefore begin our examination, in Chapter One, with a
review of the development of Wicca and Paganism from the 1970s onwards in order to
illustrate the milieu which surrounds Wicca and the paradoxical location of Wicca at
both the centre, and on the boundaries, of Paganism. Such a demarcation will enable
us to focus specifically on Wicca throughout the course of the thesis whilst
maintaining an awareness of its context, and also to introduce key terms and concepts
and provide an introductory context for our deliberations. Chapter Two will then
consider previous research on witchcraft and paganism, methodological and
theoretical considerations, and provide empirical data. This review will clarify the
need for our study and outline the procedures adopted. The chapter will also assess
the problems encountered by researchers studying Wicca, and suggest methods of

mitigating them.

Chapter Three constitutes an historical examination of the roots of Wicca. There
exists a marked lack of in-depth analysis of Wicca as a specific type of witchcraft and
historical perspective on its origin and cultural background. An effort will therefore
be made in Chapter Three to place Wicca in its proper historical context, concluding
with an assessment of the connections between Wicca and the Western Esoteric

Tradition.
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Chapter Four marks a break with the early part of the thesis as we move into the arena
of participant observation and begin to investigate the presence of Faivre's
characteristics in 1990's Wicca. We start, not with his first element but with the last,
that of transmission. This would seem to make sense in that we begin with entry into
the Wiccan community, entry which is by initiation only, before proceeding to the
teaching and learning of magic and ritual in Chapter Five. Here, we consider
specifically the use of correspondences, imagination and mediation, living nature, and

concordance in Wiccan magic and ritual.

It is anticipated that Chapter Three will ascertain the emergence of Wicca from the
occultism of the fin de siécle which both Hanegraaff and Faivre regard as a
manifestation of esdtericism”. We might therefore expect to find that Wicca is indeed
historically connected with the esoteric tradition. Furthermore, given the ease with
which the six elements of esotericism appear to fit the structure and practice of Wicca,
we might expect Wicca to emerge as an esoteric tradition. Following the systematic
investigation of the historical context of Wicca and of the presence of Faivre's six
characteristics, we can then move to a conclusion as to whether Wicca can accurately
be characterised as esoteric, and consider the adequacy of esotericism as a means of

categorising Wicca vis a vis previous attempts.

It is thus hoped that we shall provide some answers to our initial questions concerning
the forms Wicca takes, the understanding of Wicca and magic by practitioners, and the

characterisation of Wicca. Yet we must also expect further questions to arise during

% ¢f. Hanegraaff 1998a: 85; Faivre 1994: 34-5.
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the course of the thesis, and the implications of these questions for future research will

be indicated and discussed as a further contribution to this developing field of study.



CHAPTER ONE

DEMARCATING THE FIELD

The complicating factor . . . is that Wicca is a neo-pagan development of
traditional occultist ritual magic, but that the latter movement is not itself
pagan. In other words . . . [Wicca] gradually and almost imperceptibly shades

into a non-pagan domain (Hanegraaff 1998a: 86).

INTRODUCTION

The emergence of Paganism as a field of study is coterminous with the emergence of
Pagan traditions and practices into relative popularity. Paganism originated in 1950s
Britain in the form of a 'relatively self-contained, England-based occultist religion'
(Hanegraaff 1998a: 85) known as Wicca'. From this 'relatively clearly circumscribed
center [sic]', other Pagan traditions and other varieties of witchcraft derived in
'increasingly syncretistic and nondogmatic directions' (ibid.: 85), such that in 1996, of
the estimated 110-120,0002 Pagans in Britain, only 10,000 were initiated Wiccans.
Contemporary Paganism now includes a variety of traditions of witcheraft’, some

forms of Druidry*, Asatru’, some shamanism®, and 'non-aligned' Paganism’, which

' Specifically, Gardnerian Wicca and later joined by Alexandrian Wicca in the early 1960s.

? Estimate provided by Hutton, R. (r.hutton@bristol.ac.uk), 27th July 1998, Intro. E-mail to the Nature
Religion Scholars' List (natrel-l@uscolo.edu).

? As will become clear, there is no normative Wicca or witchcraft which can be generally applied, and
we use the terms to refer to quite different genuine entities.

* We say 'some forms of Druidry' because not all Druids are Pagans. For the nineteenth and much of the

twentieth centuries, Druidry overlapped with Christianity and many Druid orders operated as social or
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heavily outnumber initiatory Wicca. Thus, from being at the forefront of the
development of modern Paganism, Wicca has become one of many Pagan traditions.
In this chapter, we examine this development and delineate Alexandrian/Gardnerian

Wicca, as practised in Britain in the 1990s, as the focus of our study.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF WICCA

It is largely undisputed that the modern religion of Wicca was formulated by Gerald
Gardner in England in the 1940s, slowly becoming more widespread and public after
the repeal of the Witchcraft Act in 1951. Gardner was born in the early years of the fin
de siécle in 1884, in Crosby, Liverpool. After spending most of his life working in the
colonies of India and the Far East, he returned to England in 1936 and retired to the
New Forest with his wife, Donna, where he became involved with the Fellowship of

Crotona, an occult group of Co-Masons® established by Mrs. Besant-Scott, a daughter

charitable, rather than religious, bodies. It was not until the 1980s that specifically pagan Druidry was
developed, with the foundation of orders such as the British Druid Order, one of the earliest Pagan druid
orders to be founded (1979), which has a shamanic and Wiccan influence.

5 Asatru, also known as the Northern Tradition, is a Pagan path which bases itself on Norse gods and
mythology.

81 am grateful to Gordon 'The Toad' MacLellan for pointing out to me that not all shamans are Pagan, or
even religious.

7 This term refers to those people who identify themselves as 'Pagan’ but who do not belong to any
specific Pagan tradition such as Wicca or Druidry. Ronald Hutton uses the term 'mon-initiatory' to
describe this group of Pagans. However, since many Druids, shamans, and followers of Asatru prefer
not to use an initiatory structure either, [ prefer 'non-aligned' as a more accurate descriptor of Pagans
who belong to no specific Pagan tradition.

8 . .
Co-Masons admitted women as well as men, unlike Freemasonry.
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of the theosophist Annie Besant. The Fellowship of Crotona allegedly contained a
hidden inner group of hereditary witches, who initiated Gardner in 1939. Quite what

this group was remains unclear. In the most recent study, Ronald Hutton reports,

I have been completely unable to find any solid evidence of pagan witch
covens (including the New Forest one) in existence before 1948, when it is
reasonably certain that Dafo and Gardner led one in Hertfordshire. On the
other hand, there is ample evidence for a rapid proliferation of Gardnerian and
non-Gardnerian groups in the 1950s; it should not be forgotten that the
blueprint for pagan witchcraft was published as early as 1952, in interviews

given by Gardner and Cecil Williamson to popular magazines.’

With the permission of the 'coven’, and under the pseudonym Scire, Gardner included
the rituals of witchcraft in his novel High Magic’s Aid (1949) but it was not until after
the repeal of the Witchcraft Act that Gardner was able to publish more open accounts
of witchcraft under his real name - Witchcraft Today was published in 1954, followed
by The Meaning of Witchcraft in 1959. He broke away from the New Forest coven
and established his own coven, moving to the Isle of Man where he became 'resident

witch' at Cecil Williamson's Museum of Witchcraft and Magic in Castletown.

Witchcraft Today vaulted Gardner into the public spotlight, and he made numerous

media appearances. The media attention and popular appeal was something totally

’ Hutton, R. (r.hutton@bristol.ac.uk), 28th March 1998, Update of Wiccan History. E-mail to Nature

Religion Scholars list (natrel-I@uscolo.edu).
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unexpected, and Gerald revelled in it. According to Valiente, Gardner 'started posing
before the cameras of the press and preening himself on his great discovery of the
survival of witchcraft. . . [His] motives were, I believe, basically good. He was
desperately anxious that the Old Religion should not die . . . [but] he had a
considerable love of the limelight and of being the centre of attention' (Valiente 1989:
65-6). Believing witchcraft to be a dying religion, then, Gardner propelled it into the
public domain, initiated many new witches, and encouraged covens to spring up,

operating according to the outlines provided in his books.

As a Freemason, Rosicrucian, and probable member of the Ordo Templi Orientis' and
other secret societies, Gardner's lack of secrecy regarding witchcraft may come as a
surprise unless his belief that Wicca was dying is taken into account. In fact, it was
not until after his death that Gardnerian Wiccan rites began to be published, the first
British publication (1964) being a virulent attack on Gardner by 'Rex Nemorensis',
now known to have been written by Charles Cardell based on information passed to
him by Olive Green, who infiltrated Gardner's coven in 1958. Thus, although Gardner
refused to keep secret the existence of the 'witch cult', he does not seem to have placed
the rituals, mainly written by Doreen Valiente in collaboration with himself, in the
public spotlight. This was to come in the 1960s, when Alex Sanders established his

own version of Wicca, which became known as Alexandrian Wicca''. He, like

' A German occult order at one time headed by Aleister Crowley (see section on Crowley in Chapter
Three).

""There is, however, no evidence to suggest that either Gardner or Sanders considered themselves to be
in control of Wicca, and they did not name Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wicca after themselves -

Valiente says that it was Robert Cochrane who first came up with 'Gardnerian'. as a pejorative term to

(%)
1o



Demarcating the Field

Gardner, was a prolific initiator, but did not confine himself to Britain: many covens
in Germany and elsewhere in Europe sprang from his visits to the continent. Sanders
sought publicity from the very beginning, and although many witches reacted against
this in the 1960s and 1970s, he is now generally considered to have made Wicca more

accessible and brought about greater public awareness.

For the purposes of this thesis, then, Alexandrian/Gardnerian Wicca is a form of
witchcraft derived from Gerald Gardner's creation of Wicca in the 1950s, added to by
Alex Sanders in the 1960s, and combined, largely by Vivianne Crowley', in the
1980s. In terms of later developments, it represents the classical, original form of
Wicca and is still with us at the time of writing. However, as indicated above it is not
the only type of witchcraft. The growing popularity of witchcraft over the last three
decades has seen the development of a variety of forms of witchcraft and Paganism

which have fanned out from classical Wicca.

We begin our study, then, with a consideration of the various terms used within
Paganism and Wicca, before focusing on the differences between Wicca and Paganism
and delineating Wicca, witchcraft and Paganism. Such a review of the recent history
of Wicca and Paganism from the 1970s onwards will serve to illustrate the milieu

which surrounds Wicca. This will enable us not only to demarcate our field of study,

distinguish Gardner's 'new' Wicca from traditional witchcraft, and Stewart Farrar named Alexandrian
Wicca, according to Maxine Sanders. Additionally, the organisational structure of Wicca, as we shall
see in Chapter Four, precludes a leader, either male or female.

2 Who was initiated into both Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wicca.

(O]
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but also to introduce key terms and concepts and provide an introductory context for

our deliberations.

PAGANISM

‘Paganism’, as it is used today, is a comprehensive term used to designate a variety of
traditions and practices which revere nature as sacred, draw on pagan religions of the
past, use ritual and myth creatively, share a seasonal cycle of festivals, and tend to be
polytheistic at least to the extent of accepting the divine as both male and female. As
Tanya Luhrmann points out, it is a term which 'implies a polytheistic nature religion
whose deities are meant to be personifications of nature, often as they were found

within the ancient pantheons' (Luhrmann 1989: 83).

In North America, 'neo-Paganism’ is the preferred term in academic circles, in order to
differentiate between the paganism of the ancient world and modern Paganism.
However, this prefix is not universally applied, with some scholars feeling that 'neo’
equates to 'quasi' and thus indicates that there is something inauthentic about modern
Pagan practices'’. Since 'neo-Paganism' is not in common use in Britain, amongst
either practitioners or academics', we consistently use simply 'Pagan’ in this thesis. It
is necessary, however, to examine the meanings of the word 'pagan’, and to consider

how contemporary Pagans interpret these meanings.

"% ‘Neo' this and 'Neo' that - a discussion on the Nature Religion Scholars list (natrel-l@uscolo.edu),
February/March 1999. See also the introduction to Pearson et al (1998).

" Michael York being the exception.
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Interpretation 1: 'Country-dweller'

According to Ronald Hutton, there are three meanings which have been attributed to
'pagan’ (Hutton 1993: xiv). In the first meaning, 'pagan’ is taken to refer to 'country-
dweller', an interpretation which seems to have developed mainly with the Romantic
literature'® of the nineteenth century and Victorian urban growth'®. As Nick Freeman
has pointed out, ‘no London memoirist from the Victorian period (or indeed, ever
since) can resist lamenting the disappearance of the ‘countryside’ in and around the
city’ (1999: 13). The growing interest in the environment, and the urge to leave
behind the towns and cities and enter once more into communion with 'nature' as 'the
countryside' encouraged popular usage of the term 'pagan’ as one who dwells in the
rustic areas. Hutton suggests that the growth of urban areas during the Victorian era
caused 'an almost hysterical celebration of rural England' from the 1870s onwards.
Pan as great god of nature became one of the most prevalent ancient images to be

drawn upon”, as did Gaia as Mother Nature and Mother Earth, such that by 1900, 'the

' Freeman (1999: 11) stresses that 'the majority of major Victorian poets and artists confronted the
modern city with a marked lack of enthusiasm — it was a filthy and dehumanising environment and poor
soil for their sensitive plants. He cites Browning's willingness to provide representations of
Renaissance urbanisation whilst largely avoiding the Victorian conurbation, and the artistic radicals of
the 1860s (such as Swinburne, Rossetti and William Morris) who forsook their own time for a largely
imaginary past.

e According to the Census of 1851, the English urban population outnumbered the rural for the first
time. Between 1821 and 1841, the population of London rose by 20%, Manchester, Leeds and
Sheffield increased by 40%, while that of Bradford rose by an incredible 65% (Williams 1975: 188).

7 we might cite as examples Arthur Machen's 1894 novel The Great God Pan, and Saki’s The Music
on the Hill (1911), both of which feature Pan as a central figure, whilst Kenneth Grahame's The Wind in

the Willows (1907), and J. M. Barrie's Peter Pan made Pan accessible to children. Russell (1990: 137)

(%)
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poetic vision of the English, when contemplating the rural world, was dominated as
never before by the great goddess and the horned god"® (Hutton 1996: 9). The
veneration of nature in modern Paganism, the concern for the earth as deity, and the
pantheism of seeing the divine in all of nature has led modern Pagans to maintain an
attitude of reverence for the wild, untamed countryside on the one hand, and of
sadness or revulsion at human estrangement from this ideal, living in towns and cities

away from the land, on the other.

For some Pagans, veneration of nature and identification as 'Pagan’ manifests as a
romantic attachment to the countryside, a dream of living away from the towns and
nurturing a closer relationship with nature'®. For others, direct action against the
destruction of the environment - at road protests, proposed building sites, Manchester
Airport's second runway, or simply to protect an old tree - is the favoured means of
expressing their concern for nature and their belief that nature is divine, ensouled, or at
the very least, alive. Others, however, see nature as all-inclusive, regarding all that we

do as 'natural' for we, as humans, are also part of nature. Whilst it is a fact that most

Pagans live in urban areas, and very few depend directly upon the land for their living,

interprets Pan, god of wild nature, as a deliberately chosen symbol of opposition to Christianity among
occultists, due to Christian associations of Pan's characteristics (cloven hooves, horns) with their image
of the Devil. Certainly, this is true of the infamous Aleister Crowley (discussed later in this chapter),
whose Hymn to Pan provoked storms of outrage when it was read out at his funeral in 1947.

' The great goddess (Isis, Astarte, Diana, Hecate, Demeter) and the hormed god (Herne, Pan,
Cernunnos) are deities of central importance within Wicca and Paganism.

" As Russell (1991: 171) points out, 'most are urban, as is usually true of those who love nature (the

farmers are too busy fighting it)".

(9]
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Graham Harvey points out that, for many Pagans, 'respectful and intimate relationships
with nature include(s] the awareness that "nature” includes all that we eat and drink’
(Harvey 1997: 12), which presumably includes food and drink bought from

supermarkets!

However, as Robin Lane Fox and Pierre Chuvin have pointed out, most town-dwellers
were in fact pagan at the time the term 'pagan' was coined. Thabit ibn Qurra, a Sabian
from Harran (835-901 C.E.) praised ancient paganism to the Caliph of Baghdad with

the following words, which clearly have nothing to do with a rustic existence:

Who else have civilised the world, and built the cities, if not the nobles and
kings of Paganism? . . . They have filled the earth with settled forms of
government, and with wisdom, which is the highest good. Without Paganism

the world would be empty and miserable (Scott 1985: 105).

By the early fifth century, pagani was used by Christians simply to refer to those who
were not members of their own religion, and since resistance to Christianity in late
antiquity was led by the nobility and academics, it is highly unlikely that ‘pagan’ was

used to relate to religions exclusively of the countryfolk.

Interpretation 2: 'Civilian’
This brings us to the second meaning, that of 'civilian', provided by Robin Lane Fox
(1986: 30-31). He points out that, by the second and third centuries, the pagani were

those who had not enlisted as part of God's 'army', as soldiers of Christ against the
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forces of Satan. Among early Christians, pagani thus came to be used to distinguish
the militia Christi from mere 'civilians'. This meaning, however, died out by about the
fourth century. By this time, the pagans were simply those who had not yet received
baptism, and the term seems to have been used objectively as a term of identification
rather than as a pejorative term of contempt. 'Pagan’ as 'civilian', as one not enlisted in
the 'army of God', expresses the synonymity of 'pagan’ with 'heretic' in the popular
mind, sometimes as non-Christian and often as anti-Christian. Undoubtedly, many
Pagans today see themselves as opposing Christianity, identifying with the persecution
of witches in early modern Europe by the Church, and reacting against the patriarchal,
monotheistic religion of Western culture”. This may be particularly true among
people who have recently decided to identify themselves as Pagans, and who are
perhaps rebelling against their upbringing, education, society, and culture. Hutton

points out that the writings of contemporary British Pagans exhibit,

an intense and consistent hostility to the Christian Church. The follies and
deficiencies of this institution are regularly held up to ridicule and abuse. Such
bitterness may be therapeutic for those who have recently rejected Christianity,
and is natural in view of the conviction of modern pagans that the Church was
directly responsible for the Great Witch Hunt with whose victims they identify

(Hutton 1993: 336).

Such an attitude of 'being Pagan' in opposition to 'being Christian' is, in my

experience, rare. Rather, in the majority of my conversations with Pagans during my

*® An identification which we shall explore in Chapter Three.

)
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fieldwork I have found toleration and respect for other religions and practices to be
extremely high. Much has changed in the 1990s, since Hutton's The Pagan Religions
of the Ancient British Isles was first published in 1991; indeed, the influence of his
own historical research has had a dramatic effect on the Pagan view of history. As he
himself comments in the introduction to the 1993 edition, Wicca at least 'has proved
capable of re-evaluating its own claims with a genuine scholarly rigour' (1993: xiii).
The effect of recent scholarship on the history of the Great Witch Hunt and on the
history of Wicca is discussed more fully in Chapter Three. Here, it merely remains to
point out that Wicca has been instrumental in the development of interfaith meetings
with members of other religions®', and as Paganism has grown in popularity, and
public awareness of it has increased, it has adopted a less reactive posture which no

longer requires legitimisation through false histories or hatred of the Christian Church.

It is clear, however, that hatred of Christianity is still in evidence among a minority of
Pagans. Discussions of Interfaith activities often centre round an unwillingness to 'get
together with Christians to explain [Paganism]' (Pagan Dawn 128: 21), and a failure
to understand that Interfaith work consists of many religions rather than just
Christianity. Protests against Interfaith work occasionally take the form of accusations
that Interfaith Pagans are engaging in, ‘a dangerous activity, because it spreads a false
sense of security, completely ignoring the fact that it goes against all Xtian [sic/

teaching to accept any form of alternative religion - therefore the only reason has to be

2' Pagan Dawn 128 (Lughnasadh 1998), p.19-23 explains Pagan involvement in Interfaith, trying to
allay fears that Interfaith is used by Christians as a means of converting people of other faiths to

Christianity.
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for the purpose of infiltration, dividing and conquering' ('Paganism Today and the
Interfaith Debate' in The Cauldron 88, May 1998, p. 19-20, emphases in original). It
should perhaps be pointed out that much of the anti-Interfaith, anti-Christian feeling
appears to stem from fears of persecution aroused by the ritual child abuse cases of the
late 1980s, 'which attempted to embroil everyone of an alternative belief in the tendrils
of 'Satanic child abuse" (ibid.: 19), and also from the ongoing and general Pagan
affinity with the witchcraft reputedly persecuted in the Great Witch Hunt which has
been interpreted by one historian as 'a protest against the dominant religion, and a

form of social rebellion' (Cohn 1976: 122)*.

Interpretation 3: 'Locality’

According to Hutton (1993: xiv), however, it is Pierre Chuvin, in his A Chronicle of
the Last Pagans (1990), who provides the definitive account of the word 'pagan’, our
third and final meaning. Chuvin argues that pagan simply meant 'followers of the
religions of the 'pagus' or locality, i.e. the old, rooted faiths instead of the new
universal one' (1993: xiv), and thus, by the sixth century, pagani had indeed come to
mean ‘non-Christian'. The interpretation of 'pagan' as a follower of the religion of the
locality is becoming more noticeable among modern Pagans, who perceive themselves
to be creating links with the energy of the land at a local level, celebrating their rituals

with reverence for the genius loci, the spirit of the place, or with gods and goddesses

2 Cohn (ibid.: 262) also makes an interesting point when he says the development of the witch
stereotype may have reflected a need to 'create a scapegoat for an unacknowledged hostility to
Christianity', but in any case maintains (ibid.: 102) that witches 'represent a collective inversion of

Christianity - and an inversion of a kind that could only be achieved by former Christians'.
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traditionally associated with a locale. A recent account of pagan Druidry by Emma
Restall Orr, Joint Chief of the British Druid Order, expresses this interpretation of

Paganism as local religion:

[Paganism] is a religion of locality. i.e. it is where the devotees revere the
spirits of the landscape around them, the water courses and wells on which
they depend, the soil of the fields and forests that surround them, the sprites
and elementals, sometimes to deification. It is a basic attitude in the Pagan
mentality that the spirit of the land is the most potent force (Restall Orr 1998:

140).

The term 'pagan' can thus be interpreted by modern Pagans according to all three
definitions provided above, indicating 'country-dweller', non-Christian, and the
religion of the locality. The latter interpretation is, however, by far the most popular
among modern Pagans, who are well aware of their own and ancient pagans' urban
rather than rustic existence, and who are reluctant to define themselves in terms of
reference to Christianity - in the multi-faith, globalised world of the late twentieth
century, it is no longer deemed appropriate for any religion to be named according to
its relationship with Christianity and consequently labelled ‘non’- or ‘anti’-Christian'.
Paganism today, then, refers to a number of religions which view nature as sacred,
ensouled or alive, which tend to be pantheistic, polytheistic and/or duotheistic rather

than monotheistic, including both gods and goddesses in their pantheons, who try to
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live in balance and harmony, accepting darkness and light, life and death, as part of

one sacred whole>.

WICCA AND PAGANISM

As we have already noted at the beginning of this chapter, in 1996 the estimated
number of Pagans in Britain was 110,000 - 120,000, of whom only 10-20,000 were
initiated or formally inducted members of organised and distinctive Pagan traditions.
Of this 10-20,000, 10,000 were initiated Wiccans and 6,000 were pagan Druids, with

smaller traditions making up the remaining 4,000.

Wiccan/Pagan Relations, 1970-1999

Historically, Wicca has been regarded as a core group around which Paganism has
emerged. In September 1970, the Pagan Front was established after readers of a
small-circulation® inter-coven newsletter, The Wiccan, decided to make 'a real attempt
to overcome the fragmentation bequeathed to us by the Christian Church of past
centuries, and any existing undercurrent or hostility from this or any other source'?,
The inaugural meeting of the Pagan Front was held on Ist May 1971, chaired by

founder member Doreen Valiente, but it was not until 1989 that the organisation

Bef. York (1995: 147) who points out that 'in place of the New Age's stress on the "White Light", Neo-
Paganism - especially Wicca - incorporates the interplay between light and dark'.

* The first issue, in 1968, had a print run of just 12 (Pengelly et a/ 1997: 26).

3 The Wiccan, issue 91 February 1989, page 1.

6 By 1989 its circulation was 250 (ibid.: 49). Prudence Jones notes that subscriptions to The Wiccan
varied from 50 to 100 during the 1970s and 1980s, 'but the Hallowe'en 1988 printing had more than

doubled from that of May, to 240, and from then the trend was unstoppable' (ibid.: 21). Indeed, the
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changed its name to the Pagan Federation, which even then saw itself as 'speaking for
the mainstream of revived Wicca in this country', offering a referral service between
covens and 'genuine enquirers' and providing a 'forum for dialogue between Wicca?’,

which spearheaded the re-emergence of Nature religion in our time'®,

Wiccans thus
worked hard to establish the Federation, and every Pagan Federation president until

1997 was Wiccan. Added to this, Wicca also provided much of the available Pagan

literature until the 1990s.

This formative period for Paganism is now over. As Paganism has grown
considerably in popularity, it has come to consider itself autonomous from Wicca;
'‘exoteric Paganism® had come to stay - it embraced a constituency far beyond Wicca,
and the Pagan Federation had to be reformulated to take account of the new
developments' (Pengelly et al 1997: 23). In 1994°°, the journal of the Pagan
Federation changed from The Wiccan to Pagan Dawn. The editor at this time, Harry
Field, explained in the last issue of The Wiccan that it was time 'to adopt a title more

in keeping with [the Pagan Federation's] readership. Whilst The Wiccan has always

present membership of the Pagan Federation exceeds 4000, all of whom subscribe to the journal, now
re-named Pagan Dawn.

%7 Presumably this dialogue was necessary for, by its own admission, The Wiccan 'fulminated regularly
against the outrageous antics of Alex Sanders' (issue 91, page 2).

% ibid.: page 2.

¥ Although the purpose of this thesis is to seek etic, scholarly evidence of Wicca’s place within western
esotericism, it is worth noting this further example of the emic perspective that Paganism is the exoteric
expression of Wicca’s esoteric spirituality.

*Issue 113. Samhain (October 3 1st) 1994
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prided itself on trying to cater for all paths, we are aware that its very name gives
many people the misleading impression that the Pagan Federation is a purely Wiccan

31 Readers were asked to send in suggestions of a new name for the

organisation’
magazine, and Pagan Dawn was chosen by the Pagan Federation committee. The
election of the first non-Wiccan Pagan Federation President in 1997 has given added
weight to this process of differentiation. More recently still, over the last year the
Pagan Federation has been conducting written discussions about the three principles it
adheres to. The second of these three principles® is called the Pagan Ethic and is, in
fact, the Wiccan Rede: 'An it harm none, do what thou wilt'. This principle, according
to an article in Pagan Dawn, 'was instituted and named back in the early 1970s, when
Wicca and Paganism were synonymous in the minds of the PF leadership. Today, this
is simply no longer appropriate . . . Since the PF is no longer a Wiccan organisation, it
does us little good to identify ourselves as such in the minds of many by continuing to

m33

use this "Wiccan Commandment Such thinking reflects the growth in popularity

of Paganism as distinct from initiatory Wicca.

There are various reasons why initiatory Wicca remains small despite the growth of

Paganism, and it is perhaps possible to interpret this numerical imbalance in terms of

’! Issue 112, Lughnasadh 1994, page 1. The name 'The Wiccan' was then taken over by a group of
Wiccans who wished to produce a specific Wiccan magazine, written by Wiccans for Wiccans.

*2 The first principle is 'Love for and kinship with nature: reverence for the life force and its ever-
renewing cycles of life and death’; the third is 'Honouring the totality of Divine Reality, which
transcends gender, without suppressing either the female or male aspect of Deity' (Pagan Dawn issue
126, Imbolc 1998, page 14).

» Pagan Dawn ibid.: 15.
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the perspective indicated above: that Wicca is esoteric and Paganism is its exoteric
manifestation. Although some Pagans perhaps desire initiation into a Wiccan coven,
many regard Wicca as hierarchical in structure, and elitist in that it requires initiation
of 'the chosen few', retaining 'secrets' which it does not share with the rest of the Pagan
community, leading to claims that Wicca constitutes an elite Pagan 'priesthood'.
Pagans tend to be non-hierarchical, and so the majority remain outside the initiatory
Wiccan traditions, being committed to Paganism in general rather than to a specific
spiritual tradition. Power and authority outside the self is rejected by Pagans, in a
similar manner to that adopted by the New Age Movement, whereas Wicca embraces
a hierarchy of experience. Although Frederic Lamond, a long-standing Wiccan priest,
has suggested that in the future Wiccans should 'be available as priests to the Pagan
community when needed”*, Wiccan priests and priestesses do not consider themselves
to be 'clergy' to a Pagan 'laity'. Rather, they regard themselves as priests and
priestesses within their own particular religion, with no laity, although they do perform
ceremonies such as handfastings (weddings) and open rituals as and when required®.
Yet, since Wiccan initiates are heavily outnumbered by people who identify
themselves as Pagans yet do not belong to any formal Pagan group or tradition, the
aura of elitism is perpetuated. Wicca may thus be seen to use initiation, secrecy, and
intimate community to maintain strong, concrete boundaries which demarcate who is

an 'insider' and who is an 'outsider', keeping its structure and practice distinct from the

* Pagan Dawn issue 122, Imbolc 1997, page 20.
** Wiccans are not the only celebrants to offer this service, however. Many Druid priests and priestesses
perform these ceremonies as, increasingly, do those who feel inspired to act as celebrants whether or not

they have been formally initiated or inducted into any specific group.
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general mélée of Paganism in which 'inside’ and 'outside’ status is not an issue. We
shall consider this issue in some depth in Chapter Four, where we analyse Wiccan

community and the esoteric notion of transmission.

As Paganism has increased in popularity and alternative traditions to Wicca have
become established, the distinctiveness of Wicca in relation to the wider, non-aligned
Pagan community has become, somewhat paradoxically, both more and Iless
pronounced. Within Wicca, practitioners increasingly feel that the growing popularity
of Pagan spiritualities has 'eroded the traditional secrecy of Wicca' (Chapman 1995:
5), and that the distinctiveness of Wicca needs to be re-established. Outside Wicca,
however, the distinctiveness of Wicca is less pronounced as the popularity of the
religion has led to new and ‘unorthodox’ derivations of Wicca and conflation between

the various forms.

'"Witch' and 'Wiccan'

The somewhat confused use of the words 'witch' and 'Wiccan' may provide a useful
point at which to begin unravelling the tangled threads of Wicca, Paganism and
various forms of witchcraft. It is usual for initiated Gardnerian/ Alexandrian Wiccans
to refer to themselves and each other as both Wiccans and witches when in closed
company, where they can be sure of the context in which 'Wicca' will be placed, for
they feel that Wicca is being simplified through 'how-to' books in order to make it

more acceptable. The growing popularity of such written material on Wicca has led to
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many self-styled groups forming who refer to themselves as covens’®, thus creating a
'popular’ Wicca made up of people who have read a book on Wicca and joined
together with friends in groups37, but who are not initiated into an established Wiccan

tradition®.

Increasingly, at the level at which Wicca interacts with popular culture, there appears
to be a certain amount of 'trendiness' attached to identifying oneself as Pagan and,
especially, Wiccan. For example, the film The Craft (1996) proved especially
influential with teenagers, and teenage girls in particular wrote to the Pagan Federation

39

for advice about joining a coven” . Certainly, the 'teen witch' image is increasing in

popularity, with Silver Ravenwolf's book Teen Witch proving to be a bestseller in the

*® A coven is made up of a group of witches who have been initiated into that coven and meet regularly
for religious festivals and for training. Russell (1991: 157) suggests that the word 'coven’, which first
appears as a Scottish invention in the sixteenth century, derives from the French 'couvent' and the Latin
'conventus', meaning 'gathering' or 'meeting’. He claims that 'Murray's intense interest in covens was
transferred to Gardner, who made the coven the centre of modern witchcraft'.

%7 Since researchers are often limited in their field work by access to Wicca as an initiatory tradition, it is
with this latter type of Wicca that the researcher is most likely to make contact, since witches who are
not initiated into a Wiccan tradition do not tend to be bound by oaths of secrecy.

% i.e. the esoteric characteristic of transmission - of the necessity of initiation by a properly authorised
person into an authentic group - is not present.

% This is problematic, for Gardnerian and Alexandrian covens do not tend to accept people for initiation
below the age of eighteen, although there are some exceptions. The film 'Practical Magic', screened at
British cinemas in early 1999, had less of an impact perhaps because it did not specifically portray
teenagers as witches but concentrated for the most part upon two sisters in adulthood. Further

information on the age of members is contained in Chapter Two.
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United States. The image of the witch as a figure clad in long black robes with long,
preferably black hair has been glamorised in the Gothic music scene, where the 'witch'
also drapes herself with occult or Christian jewellery and wears striking make-up. In
1998, the video for the song Frozen by the pop star Madonna made use of this 'Gothic
witch' imagery, as well as representations of the Triple Goddess, a deity figure
promulgated by Jane Harrison which is now common in modern Wicca. Madonna
was seen by one initiated Wiccan in Britain as tapping in to the cultural trend for
witchcraft with an immaculate sense of timing. Thus, it is unsurprising that the
February issue of The Cauldron: Pagan Journal of the Old Religion, contained the

following list of witch-types:

white witches, grey witches, black witches, green witches, teen witches,
feminist witches, media witches, hedge witches, kitchen witches, New Age

witches, and even weekend witches (issue 91: 30).

As 'Wicca' becomes increasingly popular and the figure of the witch maintains its hold
on the human imagination, appropriation of the word 'Wicca' becomes an increasing
source of annoyance to those who see themselves as practitioners of a serious religion
which demands a great deal of commitment and dedication. Thus, whereas even ten
years ago one could assume that those who identified themselves as "Wiccan' were
initiates of the Alexandrian and/or Gardnerian traditions of Wicca, there is no longer
any guarantee that someone who describes themselves as 'Wiccan' is an initiated
witch. The terminology of identification has thus become confused, and many Wiccan

initiates regard it as important to preserve Wicca as distinct from Paganism. Rob
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Hardy expressed his opinion saying he would 'hope to see the Craft keep its

individuality and not be swallowed up by general Paganism'”.

Some Distinctions

That there is considerable overlap between Wicca, witchcraft and the wider Pagan
movement is not in doubt - witchcraft and Paganism have drawn from a heritage
popularised by Wicca which includes, for example, the Pagan seasonal cycle of eight
festivals which make up the Wheel of the Year®' and the practice of a Goddess/God
nature-based spirituality. That there are distinctions, however, is often overlooked. In
Britain, very few Pagans are Wiccan initiates*?, and the two terms are considered to be
distinctive: 'All Wiccans are Pagans, but not all Pagans are Wiccans. Nor should they
be, any more than all Xtians /[sic/should be monks or nuns. The way of the mystic is
not the way of everyday life, and to pretend otherwise is sloppy thinking and false

psychology'43 .

'Wicca' can thus be used to describe very different paradigms. On the one hand,
'Wicca' is used to refer to 'covens' of friends who have no initiation or training but

gather together to celebrate the seasons or full moons, a practice which this thesis

40 Pagan Dawn ibid.: page 21.

! Which Gardner apparently learned from Ross Nicholls of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids. The
Wheel of the Year is therefore not adopted by Pagans strictly from Wicca, but from Wicca and Druidry.
*2 In addition to the figures previously cited, membership of the Pagan Federation in 1994 was made up
half of Pagans and half of various types of Wicca (self-initiated, non-initiated, and initiated). The
Wiccan 112 (Lughnasadh 1994).

** Comment (anonymous) in The Wiccan issue 94, October 1989,
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regards as witchcraft or non-aligned Paganism. On the other hand, "Wicca' is styled as
an esoteric religion and mystery tradition operating in small, closed groups to which
entry is solely by initiation ceremonies which include oaths of secrecy and which are
designed to trigger personal transformation and the experience of transmutation. For
our purposes, since those who designate themselves Wiccans also identify themselves
as 'witches', we can characterise Wicca as a religion and mystery tradition which
incorporates witchcraft, natural magic, and ceremonial magic into a religious system
in which all initiates are members of a priesthood. 'Wica' [sic/, introduced as a term
of identification by Gardner in the 1950s, has now become a constructed designation

combining these elements.

Gardnerian/Alexandrian Wicca can thus perhaps be regarded as an 'esoteric' mystery
religion which is distinguishable from 'exoteric' witchcraft and Paganism*. Emically,
we have seen, Crowley portrays the exoteric as dealing with the religious needs of
society by, for example, providing meaningful rites of passage, and the esoteric as
concerned with mystical and psychological matters of personal and inner
transformation. From Wicca, a more open Paganism has evolved, 'whose principal
function is not to practise magic or to initiate into the mysteries as such' (Crowley

1994: 19). Both esoteric Wicca and exoteric witchcraft and Paganism are regarded as

“ Mary Daly (1981: 221) wrote that 'to limit the term [witch] only to those who have esoteric
knowledge of and participation in "the Craft" is the real reductionism'. We would concur
wholeheartedly that it is not appropriate for 'witch' and 'witchcraft' to be limited to those initiated into
Wicca, for anyone can call themselves a witch quite legitimately However, Wicca does require
initiation into, and the practice of, an esoteric mystery religion and our point is simply that the two terms

can and do refer to different entities.
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equally valid, differing predominantly in their aims and practices rather than in their
religious outlook. Thus, both Wicca and Paganism worship ancient Pagan deities, but
Wicca 'is also a Mystery tradition to help us grow in understanding of ourselves and
hence nearer to the Gods, a system for developing and using psychic and natural
powers, and a body of natural lore which is often called natural magic' (Crowley
1996a: 1). A shared terminology and understanding of what is and is not 'Wicca' helps
maintain important boundaries, aiding the differentiation between Wiccan priests and
priestesses who are initiates of the self-styled esoteric mystery religion of Wicca on
the one hand, and other forms of witchcraft and Paganism on the other. It is also

helpful in demarcating the boundaries of our investigation.

Given the distinctions we have uncovered, this thesis concentrates on the concept of
‘Wicca’ as a religion which links itself to the mystery traditions of the ancient world,
making use of material gleaned from the mythology and known history of the mystery
traditions in Egypt, Greece and Rome, and whose initiates identify themselves as
priests and priestesses of a modern Western Mystery Tradition as well as regarding
themselves as witches and magicians. As we have indicated above, those witches who
most consistently come under this definition are those of Gardnerian and/or

Alexandrian lineage and the thesis thus concentrates on initiates of these traditions.

WICCA AND WITCHCRAFT IN THE 1990s

Etymology and Connotations

In the 1990s, as the twentieth century draws to a close, what is a modern witch? The

terms 'Wicca' and 'witchcraft' are a focus of discussion within contemporary Wicca,
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for etymologically, the meaning of these words is debatable. If 'Wicca' derives from
the same root as the Anglo-Saxon word for knowledge, wit, wittich which stem from
weet meaning ‘to know’, then it lends itself to modern witches' understanding of
themselves as 'wise' men and women who practice the 'Craft of the Wise'®. Similarly,
if "Wicca' derives from wik, meaning to ‘bend or shape’, it links nicely with modern
witches’ definition of magic, which is to bend or shape energy through will in order to
make manifest something on the physical plane. Jeffrey Russell (1991: 177),
however, asserts that although Wicca derives from 'weik' and 'wicce', the 'Old English
witan, 'to know', and all related words including 'wise' are totally unrelated’. Ronald
Hutton has also pointed out that "Wicca' does not stem from the same root as that for
knowledge. Rather, he says, '[iJt may be related to that signifying 'awakening', and as
it stands was simply the Anglo-Saxon word for a male witch (female, 'wicce')' (1993:
Xiv), the plural form of which may have been 'Wiccan'. In my fieldwork, I have
repeatedly heard witches claiming that "Wicca' and 'witch' come from both of the
former definitions™. However, [ have never heard the latter meaning, that of

‘awakening', mentioned within the Wicca community.

The words ‘witch’ and ‘witchcraft’ hold many connotations in the public mind, most
of which are negative. Both words tend to draw people’s minds to story-book notions

of the ‘wicked witch’, to the historical persecutions of witches for being ‘in league

> This phrase apparently pre-dates Gardner. Doreen Valiente points to its occurrence in The Arrow
and the Sword (1947) by Hugh Ross Williamson, regarding the death of William Rufus and Thomas a
Becket. [t is, however, beyond the remit of this thesis to investigate the origins of the phrase.

** And see Valiente (1989: 81); Farrar and Farrar (1981: 22).
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with the devil’, and to modern reports of satanic abuse in the sensationalist tabloid
press. It is for these reasons that modern witchcraft is often called Wicca, and this
would appear to be officially recognised since definitions of both terms have now
found their way into the Oxford English Dictionary*’. Among Wiccans themselves, as
we have noted, both words are used as terms of identification. The word ‘witch’ is
used by many practitioners in an attempt to reclaim it and place it in a modern context,
feeling that 'Wicca' is a sanitised version of witchcraft. Others use the term "Wicca' in
an attempt to define witchcraft as a religion, since the word 'witch' may be taken to
refer to the practice of 'witchcraft' which may be perceived as historical use of
spellcraft and natural magic on behalf of clients, witchcraft as a craft used to make a
living, rather than as a religion. Additionally, 'witchcraft' lends itself primarily to

images of witches gathered for a sabbat*® or under a full moon to perform magic and

*7 witch 1a a sorceress, esp. a woman supposed to have dealings with the Devil or evil spirits b a

follower or practitioner of the religious cult of modern witchcraft 2 an ugly old woman or hag 3 a
fascinating girl or woman.

Wicca the religious cult of modern witchcraft.

Both definitions are taken from Pearsall & Trumble (1996).

*® The witches’ sabbath, or sabbat, was traditionally regarded as the meeting to which witches flew for
their rituals. Hutton explains that the origins of the term come from the identification by early
demonologists of witches with Jews, both of which were characterised as the antithesis to Christianity
(Hutton 1993: 303, cf. Cohn 1976: 101). 'Sabbat' in contemporary Wicca refers to the eight seasonal
festivals which are marked with ritual and which together constitute the mythic-ritual cycle known as
The Wheel of the Year. 'Esbat', on the other hand, was a term introduced by Margaret Murray to denote
gatherings for the purpose of business rather than religion. 'Esbat’ does appear in a French source
(Pierre de Lancre), but it does not have the same meaning. Russell (1991: 168) points out that the

meaning of the term is dubious - it does not appear in any medieval or early modern document, but was
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fertility spells, practices which in turn lend themselves to anthropological analysis of -
more or less spontaneous ritual as part of primitive, magical religion. As Wiccan

author Vivianne Crowley explains,

Wicca is the name given by its practitioners to the religion of witchcraft. The
word 'Wicca' derives from the Anglo-Saxon word for witch and has been used
in its present sense since the 1950s. Within the Wiccan community, the term
'witchcraft' is used in a special sense to mean a Pagan mystery religion and
nature religion which worships Goddess and God and is open to both men and
women. The words 'witchcraft' and 'witch' are often capitalised by
practitioners® to distinguish their form of 'witchcraft' from anthropological and

other uses of the word (Crowley 1998: 170-171).

However, by identifying themselves as witches, Wiccans have to come to terms with
the connotations of the word 'witch', including an identification with witches who
were persecuted in the early modern period, fairy tale images of the wicked witch and

the good witch, literary images such as Shakespeare’s witches in Macbeth, gathering

'taken from de Lancre by Murray, who then derived it from the French s'esbattre, which she translated
as 'to frolic". In modern Wicca 'esbat' is used as a term for 'moon rituals' which are held between
Sabbats (usually every two to three weeks) and where training and instruction are given.

> A practice which we follow for the same reasons. We use capitalisation for Wicca and Witchcraft
where we are referring to them as specific contemporary religions. Anthropological studies of
witchcraft as a practice which may, or may not be part of a religion, are left in lower case. Likewise,
feminist witchcraft is left uncapitalised since the use of the witch figure in the context of feminist

witchcraft is not necessarily religious, whereas in Wicca it explicitly is.
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on the blasted heath, and popular images of Halloween witches with warts, hooked
noses, green skin and black cats. As Briggs reminds us, "Witches are everywhere in
modern children's literature. Sometimes they retain their old character, representing
evil in its most virulent form, but more often they have become either harmless
tricksters or repositories of ancient wisdom. Such trends remind us how easily the
pliable figure of the witch can be manipulated to fit the spirit of each age' (Briggs

1996: 5).

The Image of the Witch

The image of the witch is thus usually negative, and we might question why people
choose to identify with such a term. Perhaps one reason is that, despite the negativity,
the witch is imagined as powerful - she can make people sleep for one hundred years,
she can see the future, she can curse and kill as well as heal, she can pervert the course
of history by putting a new king on the throne, she can defy gravity and fly, and, of
course, she can turn people into frogs! Although, as Briggs points out, the witch in
early modern Europe gained her power from those 'hidden and potent forces' imbuing
the world, which ultimately stemmed from either God or the devil (Briggs 1996: 4),
the powerful imagery of the witch is attractive, particularly for women. As Ronald

Hutton recounts,

the advantage of the label 'witch' is that it has all the exciting connotations of a
figure who flouts the conventions of normal society and is possessed of powers

unavailable to it, at once feared and persecuted. It is a marvellous rallying

N
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point for a counter-culture, and also one of the few images of independent

female power in early modern European civilization' (Hutton 1993: 335).

Thus, the witch appears as an active and powerful figure, culturally constructed
throughout history and easily manipulated to fit each age. In the second half of the
twentieth century, the witch has been reclaimed from association with 'evil' and,
according to Lynne Hume (1997: 87) 'the symbolism of the witch transcends
phallocentric imagery and conveys the image of an independent, anti-establishment,
political, spiritual and magical being. But she is no longer an image only of
independent female power, but of human power, available to both men and women
through living in harmony with the tides of nature. If '[h]istorical European witchcraft
is quite simply a fiction', as Briggs assures us (1996: 6), then modern witches are free
to construct their own fiction, to use their imagination to affirm a positive image of the
witch. The 'slippery’ status of witchcraft 'as a logical and linguistic construct whose
boundaries are both arbitrary and insecure' (Briggs 1996: 7) can be seen to aid this

ongoing process of reinvention.

Evidence of this ongoing process of reinvention can be found in the many varieties of
witchcraft extant in the 1990s, from radical feminist separatists in North America to
the stereotypically conservative Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wicca in Britain. It is
increasingly obvious from a cursory glance at the literature that specific traditions of

witchcraft are plentiful: Alexandrian, Gardnerian, Traditional, Hereditary, 1734,
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Regency, Reclaiming, Dianic, Faery, Seax, Radical Fairies, Celtic®, to name a few.
The majority of these witchcraft-types were generated in North America in the 1970s
and 1980s, when witchcraft diversified into a variety of forms, some of which are far
removed from the original. In Britain, Alexandrian and Gardnerian, and the combined
Alexandrian/Gardnerian traditions remain the classic, specifically Wiccan, forms of
witchcraft among the growing popularity of non-initiatory, popular forms imported
from the USA or emerging from the growing cultural taste for identification as a witch

or Pagan, particularly among teenagers.

CONTEMPORARY FORMS OF WITCHCRAFT: THREE IDEAL TYPES

Wicca has thus developed into a number of contemporary forms since the 1950s, some
of which term themselves a variation of 'Wicca', and some of which identify
themselves as a type of 'witchcraft'. Out of these, three main ideal types have emerged
- Wicca, feminist witchcraft, and hedgewitchcraft. These three different genuine
entities are often conflated into a mythically normative 'wicca' or 'witchcraft' which is
then generalised across a broad spectrum. The problems inherent in such
generalisations will become clearer when we consider the previous research on Wicca
in Chapter Two. It is therefore necessary to present an 'ideal typology' of witchcraft in
the 1990s at this early stage of the thesis, firstly in order to avoid confusion, and

secondly in order to specify the focus of this study.

%0 Many other varieties of witchcraft developed from Gardnerian Wicca (largely in North America) can
be found at Beaufort House Index of English Traditional Witcheraft.  Available from

http://www.geocities.com/SoHo/5756/tradlist.html/ [Accessed December 1998].
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Wicca

Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wiccans are those with a provable line of descent by
initiation from Gerald Gardner, Alex and Maxine Sanders, or both. Gardnerian
Wiccans trace their initiatory lines back to Gerald Gardner and practise a form of
Wicca subtly different from that of Alexandrian Wicca. Alexandrians trace their
initiatory lineage back to the more recent influential figure of Alex Sanders. Due to
increased dialogue between Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wicca, many practices are in
fact a synthesis of the two traditions, and an increasing number of Wiccans are
initiated jointly or separately into both traditions, thus tracing their lineage back to

both Gardner and Sanders.

Wicca emerged in Britain as a highly ritualistic, nature venerating, polytheistic,
magical and religious system, which made use of Eastern techniques but operated
within a predominantly western framework, in the 1950s. It arose from the cultural
impulses of the fin de siécle, in particular from the occult revival of the 1880s
onwards. Various threads were gradually gathered together and woven into Wicca in

the 1940s by Gerald Gardner.

By the mid-1950s, as noted earlier in this chapter, Wicca had become relatively
popular due to Gardner's love of publicity which drew the religion to the attention of
the public, and in the early 1960s it was imported to North America. Gardner died in
1964, but his tradition of Gardnerian Wicca was firmly established, much to the

annoyance of those who practised Traditional and Hereditary witchcraft, which they
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Traditional/Hereditary

(pre -Gardnerian)

Gardnerian Wicca (1950s)
US Gardnerian UK Gardnerian Alexandrian
(1960s) (1950s) (1960s)
Seax Wica [sic] (1970s) Gardnerian/Alexandrian (1980s)
Fig. 1.0

The Development of Gardnerian/Alexandrian Wicca

believed to be a witchcraft religion older than Gardner's Wicca®'. Into this stream was
injected another current in the 1960s, as Alex Sanders brought a stronger application

of high ritual magic to his branch of Wicca.

5! We have already noted that no evidence has yet been produced which can prove the existence of pre-
Gardnerian Wicca, but the claims were often vehement. Doreen Valiente notes, 'the real traditional
witches, | have been told, were furious at the behaviour of Gerald Gardner in 'popularizing' the Old
Religion and regarded such enterprises as the opening of his museum on the I[sle of Man as a disaster’

(Valiente 1989: 85). She further states that she thinks it was Robert Cochrane, who claimed to be a
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The 'wars' between the Alexandrian and Gardnerian traditions superseded those
between the early Gardnerians and the Traditionals/Hereditaries. Sanders was
regarded as a maverick, seeking sensational publicity in newspapers and on the
television (as Gardner had done). He was seen to be bringing Wicca into disrepute,
and as a result many of the Gardnerians went underground. The schism was made
worse when, in the 1970s, two of his initiates, Stewart and Janet Farrar, published
many of the Wiccan rituals which were supposed to be kept for initiates only. Over
time, however, it was recognised that the Alexandrian stream of Wicca was as valid as
the Gardnerian, and the rifts started to heal. Thus, in 1989, nine months after the death
of Alex Sanders, the editors of the Pagan Federation journal The Wiccan announced an

end to hostilities:

- our members include not only 'Elders' . . . from Gerald Gardner's original
covens of the 1950s, their continuations and daughter covens, but Witches
from other traditions, both newer and older; even, amazing as it may seem to
original readers, many Alexandrians. Whoever is of good will, who loves
Nature, and who worships both the Goddess and the God, is welcome in our
Federation, and the current started in the 1960s by that old ritual magician A.

Sanders has stood the test of time (The Wiccan 91, February 1989, p.2).

Hereditary witch, who 'invented the word "Gardnerian" - originally as a term of abuse' (ibid.: 122), and
that Cochrane 'frequently expressed hatred of "Gardnerians” . .. [and] relished the prospect of having
what he called "a Night of the Long Knives with the Gardnerians™ (ibid.: 129). Valiente produces

references to newspaper articles which back up her recollections of division and denigration between

traditional and Gardnerian witches in the 1960s.
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Today, many Wiccans are initiates of both Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wicca,
including Vivianne Crowley, author of one of the most popular books on Wicca®2.
The differences between the two traditions have been played down, and the
similarities and synthesis emphasised to such an extent that some Wiccans claim that
there is no difference between them. And whilst others retain a 'pure’ Gardnerian or
Alexandrian practice, a great deal of ritualising and socialising occurs between

practitioners of both traditions.

Both Alexandrians and Gardnerians, for instance, style their traditions as 'mystery
religions' after the mystery schools of the ancient Mediterranean world. Within these
mystery traditions are three degrees of initiation, which are used to mark spiritual and
psychological transformation gained through experience of ritual and magic. In
Alexandrian Wicca, the second and third degrees were given together, but the
influence of the Gardnerian practice of maintaining a gap of at least a year and a day
between the first, second and third degree initiations has made this less common.
Gardnerian Wicca was commonly associated with 'low' magic, or natural magic, and
the traditional image of witchcraft as something inherent, a power which one is born
with, but the influence of the Alexandrian practice of training people to use their
witchcraft and training in ritual technique has now influenced many Gardnerian
covens. Thus, both traditions have influenced each other, and both regard themselves
as so similar that we can now talk of 'Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca' in one
breath, or conflate the two and refer to them as 'Alexandrian/Gardnerian', especially

given the number of Wiccans who are initiates of the two traditions combined. It is

* Crowley 1989; 1996.
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for this reason that we concentrate specifically on the Alexandrian, Gardnerian, and

combined Alexandrian/Gardnerian traditions of Wicca in this thesis.

One of the American derivations of Gardnerian Wicca, Seax Wica [sic] is, however, a
rather reactionary interpretation of Gardnerian Wicca and it is therefore pertinent to
provide a brief outline. The Seax-Wica, or Saxon Wicca tradition, is based on Saxon
mythology and has four principle deities - Woden, Frig or Freya, Thunor, and Tiw. It
was devised in 1973 by Ray Buckland, a former Gardnerian High Priest, who became
disillusioned with the corruption he perceived to be inherent in the Wiccan structure of
the three degrees of initiation, which he felt encouraged egotistical behaviour, and the
secrecy which prevented many genuine seekers from becoming witches. Accordingly,
Seax Wica provides for self initiation as well as for initiation by and into a coven,
there is only one degree of rank rather than three, and there is no oath of secrecy. In
fact, Seax Wica is openly available to anyone through Buckland’s book, The Tree:
Complete Book of Saxon Witchcraft (1974). In many ways, Seax Wica follows the
style of feminist witchcraft, with the annual election of a High Priestess and/or High
Priest by all coven members, and collective decision making on matters such as
wearing robes or worshipping skyclad, or allowing non-initiates to attend circles as
guests. Where it differs from feminist witchcraft, however, is in its emphasis on the
High Priest and the male deity as equal in importance to the High Priestess and the

female deity.
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Feminist Witchcraft

The development and movement of Paganism beyond its traditional boundaries took
place largely in North America in the late 1970s and 1980s, at a time when the New
Age Movement was becoming conscious of itself as a movement and when feminist
spirituality was emerging®. This should draw our attention to obvious parallels
between the three movements. All three are, for instance, rightly regarded as having
their roots in the counter-culture of the 1960s and developing interdependently. An
example of the development of new forms of witchcraft will suffice to illustrate the
point. Wicca as it was traditionally practised in Britain was exported to the United
States by Raymond Buckland in the 1960s where, according to Orion (1995: 143), it
was transformed into a 'very different kind of religion™. In particular, Wicca was
adapted by the women's spirituality movement, resulting in the development of Pagan
Goddess spirituality and feminist witchcraft traditions such as Dianic and Reclaiming
witcheraft. This "mutant 'Feminist Witchcraft", according to Salomonsen (1996: 32),
developed as female witches gradually took part in the Women's Movement and 'in
some cases met, in other cases helped create, the Goddess Movement' (ibid.: 32;
Bonewits 1989: 110). The Goddess Movement, however, has not adopted witchcraft

but has used its ritual expression for inspiration”. Wicca and feminist/Goddess

% See, for example, Hanegraaff 1998a: 85-7.

3 Orion (1995: 143) lists several differences, including a less formal and hierarchical ritual style which
is more inventive and celebratory, Native American influences such as shamanism and drumming, the
superimposition of psychotherapy onto Wicca, and the application of Wicca to political activism.

% Salomonsen (1996: 33) further points out that the Goddess Movement does not associate itself with
the occult, magical tradition or with Paganism: '[a]lthough Neopagan men (and women) may worship

the Goddess, women in the Goddess Movement do not regard them as feminists'.
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spirituality thus blend into each other, and it is predominantly this blurring of
distinctions between the original British Wicca and North American feminist
witchcraft into a normative, generally-applied (mis)understanding of Wicca/witchcraft

which has been the reason for misrepresentative categorisation.

The distinctly feminist branch of witchcraft shares little commonality with
Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca in Britain beyond an initial framework consisting
of the ritual Wheel of the Year. Feminist witchcraft, for example, explicitly
emphasises the Goddess as representative of divinity, attempts to maintain an
explicitly non-hierarchical organisation inherited from the feminist consciousness
movement (in which women rotate leadership and make collective decisions), and
engages in political activism after the feminist rubric 'the personal is political is
spiritual' (Culpepper 1978: 222). Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca, however,
emphasise both Gods and Goddesses as representative of divinity, allow a 'hierarchy
of experience' (implicit in their organisation in covens led by a High Priestess and/or
High Priest and the structure of three degrees of initiation), and tend to maintain a
distance between spirituality and politics. Thus, whereas Alexandrian and Gardnerian
Wicca can be considered one entity, feminist witchcraft is an altogether different

entity, consciously distinct from its non-feminist kin.

In order to distinguish between these two currents, I refer to Alexandrian and
Gardnerian 'Wicca' and to feminist 'witchcraft'. This distinction in part reflects the
terminology used by practitioners. On the one hand, Wiccans use the term 'Wicca' to

denote a mystery religion involving a process of initiation and rigorous training within
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a cosmos polarised between male and female forces, all of which is an inheritance
from the magical secret societies from which Wicca is descended. The term is also
used in order to differentiate between the anthropological study of primitive, tribal
witchcraft® and the Wiccan religion of Western, literate, post-industrial society
(re)invented by Gerald Gardner in Britain in the 1950s, and developed since that time
into its contemporary forms. On the other hand, feminist witches prefer the term
'witchcraft', using it to describe a religious practice based upon the human (female)
witch becoming empowered through interaction with the Goddess as divine
counterpart of the witch, an empowerment which is sought in order to provide
personal liberation for the individual woman and thus sustain women in their struggle
against patriarchy. Feminist witchcraft is thus located within the wider feminist
spirituality and Goddess movements, making use of a constructed image based on a
feminist reading of the witchcraft persecutions of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries and a myth of matriarchy, both of which are preferred alternatives to a legacy
from secret societies, which are regarded as a predominantly male preserve, and
Gerald Gardner as founding father. Feminist witchcraft thus makes a statement of

connection with an image from the past mythologised into a modern context’’.

In general terms, we have discussed feminist witchcraft and so we shall limit ourselves

here to an outline of the two best-known forms, Dianic witchcraft and Starhawk's

% 1 use here as specific examples E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic Among the

zande and Carlo Ginzburg, Ecstasies: Deciphering the Witches' Sabbath.

%" The use and interpretations of the Great Witch Hunt and the myth of matriarchy by both feminist

witches and by Wiccans will be considered in Chapter Three.
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Reclaiming, in order to illustrate the merging streams and influences on various
branches of witchcraft. The Dianic tradition of witchcraft emerged in the USA from
the feminist consciousness movement, and characteristically stresses the worship of
the Goddess, sometimes exclusively. Dianic covens are largely feminist and/or
matriarchal in orientation, with an emphasis on rediscovering and reclaiming female
power and divinity, and consciousness raising. Often, they are radical and lesbian in
orientation. One of the first feminist covens was formed in Dallas, Texas by Morgan
McFarland and Mark Roberts in the late 1960s, though it only later came to be called
after Diana, one of the principle names for the Goddess in witchcraft®, and by the
1980s the increasing number of feminists joining Dianic covens made feminist
witchcraft the fastest growing segment of witchcraft in the United States. Its
popularity among feminists was assured by the writings of the radical feminist

Zsuzsanna Budapest, and later by Starhawk.

As well as her engagement with Dianic, feminist witchcraft, Starhawk is also an
initiate of Faery Wicca. Faery Wicca was developed by Americans Victor and Cora
Anderson and Gwyddion Pendderwen in the 1970s, based on the ancient myth of the
Tuatha De Danaan, the Tribe of Dana, a race of people skilled in magic, healing and
crafts, who arrived in Ireland bringing with them a Great Mother Goddess called
Dana. This mythical race eventually retreated into the Otherworld, the World of
Faery. Faery Wicca was originally a very small and secretive tradition, but many of
the fundamentals of the tradition have become widespread through the writings of

Starhawk. Faery Wicca is polytheistic and does not emphasise male/female polarities

**'Diana’ was named as the witches' goddess by the American folklorist Charles Godfrey Leland (1899).
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as much as other traditions. Nature is honoured and deities (whose names are secret)
personify the forces of nature, life, fertility, death and rebirth. Emphasis is placed
upon pragmatic magic, self development and theurgy. It is an initiatory tradition, and
thus some material is kept secret, though much is now taught openly and has been

published.

It was from her basis in Faery Wicca, feminism, and environmental and political
activism, that Starhawk established her own tradition of witchcraft, Reclaiming. As
the name suggests, feminist witchcraft as practised and taught by Starhawk is based
Jargely upon reclaiming the image of the witch and empowering women (and men)
with the Goddess in order to effect political, environmental and social change. The
Reclaiming 'Principles of Unity' explicitly sets out these aims: 'we work for all forms
of justice: environmental, social, political, racial, gender and economic. Our feminism
includes a radical analysis of power, seeing all systems of oppression as interrelated,

rooted in structures of domination and control™’.

To a certain extent, the development of feminist manifestations of witchcraft in North
America has affected Wicca in Britain and Europe. This is not surprising when one
considers that Starhawk's earliest book, The Spiral Dance, has proved to be an ever-
popular volume since it was first published in 1979, selling over 100,000 copies in its
first ten years of publication. Her work is therefore widely available, although less

than one-third of the British Wiccan respondents to a questionnaire I distributed in

% Reclaiming Principles of Unity, September 1998.

67



Demarcating the Field

Feminist Consciousness (1970s)

US Gardnerian Goddess Movement
Faery Wicca (1970s) Feminist Witchcraft (1970s)
Reclaiming (1980s) Dianic Witchcraft (1970s)
Fig. 1.1

The Development of Feminist Witchcraft

1995%° named Starhawk as an influential figure. It was not until the summer of 1998
that a UK Reclaiming 'Witchcamp' was held in Britain, and European Wiccan attitudes
towards Starhawk's redirection of witchcraft towards political activism are cautious.
Dalua, a Norwegian Gardnerian/Alexandrian High Priest, told me, 'I personally prefer
not to go as far as for example Starhawk has done, making the Craft into some sort of
action group for political, environmental or humanitarian purposes (in most cases we

161

have good choices outside of the Craft)”, thus illustrating the characteristic

maintenance of a distinction between politics and spirituality in Wicca.

“The questionnaire and the data accumulated through it is discussed at length in Chapter Two.

%! Personal comment October 1998.
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The differences between North American feminist witchcraft and British Wicea do
not, however, constitute a major theme of this thesis. We shall engage predominantly
with Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca, the most popular form of witchcraft in
Britain, although contrasts with feminist witchcraft will be alluded to in varying

contexts.

Hedgewitchcraft

A third strand of witchcraft must also be considered: Hedgewitchcraft. Hedgewitches
are usually solitary practitioners, and as such operate with no hierarchy or
organisational structure®’, do not necessarily regard witchcraft as a religion, and
therefore may, or may not, honour gods and goddesses. Where witchcraft is seen as
religious practice, a ritual of self-dedication to a particular god and/or goddess may be
performed rather than an initiation. Hedgewitches perceive Wicca as the organised
form of witchcraft, operating almost as an institutionalised religion, and in order to
distance themselves from this they identify themselves as witches, hedgewitches, ditch
witches or green witches rather than as Wiccan. They have little in common with
Wiccan history® or the myths of feminist witchcraft, but rather regard themselves as

the modern version of the cunning man or wise woman. The heritage of hedgewitches

52 Although the burgeoning interest in hedgewitchcraft led to the formation of the Association of

Solitary Hedgewitches (ASH) in 1994, it operates as a contact organisation only.  Solitary

Hedgewitches can use the association to make contact with each other in order to share experiences and

ideas.
% See Hutton 1996: 6-7: cunning folk are 'increasingly significant as role models now that the individual

practice of witchcraft is coming into ever greater vogue, but they have little relation to the essentially

communal character of mid-twentieth century paganism'.
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is thus drawn from the lore of the cunning folk, who were believed to be the wise
people in particular rural locations to whom people would turn for healing, midwifery,

fertility spells, charms and blessings.

Natural Magic Cunning Folk Folk Customs

Hedgewitchcraft

Fig. 1.2 - Influences on Hedgewitchcraft

Magic and spells used in this tradition thus tend to be natural, based on a knowledge
of herbalism, the phases of the moon, and the seasonal cycle of the earth. Since its
practitioners operate as isolated individuals or partnerships who occasionally join
together in larger groups, rather than in covens, hedgewitchcraft is not specifically

relevant to this study.

CONCLUSION

Wicca is not, therefore, synonymous with either Paganism or witchcraft, although it
has much in common with both of these. However, the common perception among
scholars has been to treat these different entities as if they were one and the same and,

furthermore, to conflate the entire field of Wicca and Paganism with already existing
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but inappropriate categories®’. Wicca thus occupies an ambiguous position vis a vis
other forms of witchcraft and Paganism: it is at once central to, and on the margins of
both. That Wicca, historically, was central to the variety of Pagan revivals in Britain
and America which now constitute modern Paganism is indisputable. But Wicca
claims a heritage also from the Western Esoteric Tradition, which Paganism inherits
from Wicca but does not emphasise. The fact that developments from Wicca, such as
other forms of witchcraft and Paganism, have moved along a different trajectory away
from esotericism does not necessarily mean that Wicca as the core tradition has
followed. In fact, it may be that Wicca remains as an esoteric Paganism or Pagan

esotericism, and this is the focus of our thesis.

Wicca can be characterised as a pagan religion (indeed, as the classic pagan religion
from which all others derive), a form of witchcraft (one of many), a magical system,
an occult tradition, part of the western mystery tradition, and a continuation of the
Western Esoteric Tradition. As the opening quotation of this chapter indicates,
Hanegraaff recognises that although Paganism has developed out of Wicca, Wicca
itself is not wholly situated within Paganism. It is, in fact, solely due to the
development of Wicca beyond its original boundaries (i.e. into feminist witchcraft and

other pagan traditions) that Wicca is included 'as a borderline case' in Hanegraaff's

% In large part, this is due to the emerging nature of Wicca and Paganism as fields of study. As the
literature review in Chapter Two will reveal, there have been a number of necessary general and
sweeping studies produced over the past five years, but specific studies are still lacking. Such specific
studies (as attempted in this thesis) may be regarded as constituting the 'second wave' of scholarship
concerning Wicca and Paganism, which will hopefully help define separate strands of overlapping

fields.
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study of New Age religion as a reflection of 'western esotericism in the mirror of

secular culture’'.

At the commencement of this study, then, Wicca exists at the interstices of Paganism
and esotericism. It can be characterised initially as a self-styled mystery religion
which follows an initiatory system inspired and informed by the mystery traditions of
the ancient Mediterranean. It believes itself to be a minority religion, suitable only for
small number of adepts, and accepts the existence of other religions alongside it.
Organised in small, often intense groups called covens, Wicca does not seek converts
but believes that those who are right for their religion, which includes the practice of
magic in its rites, holds nature to be sacred, and venerates deity in the form of both
gods and goddesses, will find their way to an appropriate coven. Wicca is pragmatic
and world embracing, holding that life, the body. and the earth are sacred rather than
seeking a way of salvation or escape from earthly existence. Such a characterisation
presents the researcher with specific problems which need to be addressed, particularly

in terms of access.




CHAPTER TWO

RESEARCHING WICCA

[Witches] have impressed me as people who have an unusual degree of
enterprise and of control over their own lives, and demand even more from
them, extending this pattern by asking more of religious life than most people

do (Hutton 2000).

INTRODUCTION

Having demarcated our field of enquiry in Chapter One, we need now to consider the
research which has already been conducted, potential research problems, and
methodological approaches which may be adopted for the study of esoteric mystery
religions at the end of the twentieth century. We shall also provide interpretations of
data collected through survey methods and in the field in order to further our
characterisation of Wicca and its practitioners before we move on to the main

concerns of the thesis in Chapters Three to Five.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON WICCA

North America

The first studies of contemporary Wicca formed part of surveys on occult phenomena
and new religious movements and were carried out in the 1970s by American
sociologists such as Edward Tiryakian (1974) and Jacob Needleman and George Baker

(1978). The most well-known and influential volume on this 'sociology of the occult'

~
(U9




Researching Wicca

is Edward Tiryakian's edited volume On the Margin of the Visible: Sociology, the
Esoteric and the Occult (1974). In this volume, Marcello Truzzi proposes that
occultism is characterised by its interest in 'things anomalous to our generally accepted
cultural-storehouse of truths', and accordingly it refers to all the movements and
tendencies which are based on the 'contradiction of accepted belief' in general, and on
a rejection of modern rationality and science in particular (Truzzi 1974: 245-246).
Similarly, Tiryakian defines esotericism and occultism entirely in terms of
scientifically unverified/unverifiable beliefs and practices based on those beliefs
(Tiryakian 1974: 265). The aim of such studies was to establish categories in order to
ascertain similarities and differences between groups, to distinguish marginal esoteric
culture from mainstream society, and to provide characteristics of deviancy and
normality. Processes of conversion, demographics, social conditions underlying the
emergence of new religious groups, and statistical material were also included.

Paganism, Wicca and witchcraft were not, however, the main focus of such studies.

In 1979, Margot Adler's sweeping survey of Paganism, Drawing Down the Moon, was
published. Although analysis is minimal in order to allow for greater breadth of
coverage, Adler manages to include some rich and detailed ethnography and her aim is
to classify different elements of Paganism rather than examining specific issues. In
her 1986 second edition Adler does, however, identify several major trends that she
has observed since 1979, but her study remains more of a description than an analysis,
emerging 'out of her extensive involvement with Neo-Paganism, rather than being
driven by questions framed within academic disciplines' (Pike 1996: 362). In terms of

the present study, Adler's examination of Paganism is limited in its usefulness in that it
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is predominantly based on Paganism in North America. Nevertheless, her research
provides a great deal of useful information and illustrative points for this thesis,

particularly with regard to my portrayal of Wicca in the United States.

In the 1980s, research on specific Pagan populations began and Gordon Melton
published an extensive bibliography (1982). Gini Graham Scott produced Cult and
Countercult in 1980, based on fieldwork in two groups in California, Kirkpatrick et al
carried out an empirical study of Wicca in 1986, Loretta Orion published Never Again
the Burning Times in 1995, a study of Pagan groups in the USA, and Michael Faber's
Modern Witchcraft and Psychoanalysis appeared in 1993. Scott and Orion's volumes
are based on ethnographic fieldwork. Scott utilised participant observation and
interviews with twenty individuals in a comparative study between a conservative
spiritual growth group and a countercultural Wiccan group in the Berkeley-San
Francisco area. The Wiccan group in her study, however, was established by students
informed by books, rather than being an initiatory Gardnerian/Alexandrian coven. The
group thus represents an early manifestation of the North American developments of
Wicca outlined in Chapter One. The description she provides dates back twenty years,
and bears little resemblance to my own recent fieldwork experience among
Gardnerian/ Alexandrian Wiccans in England. Scott's study can thus be considered to

have little relevance to research on Wicca as practised in Britain in the 1990s.
Kirkpatrick et al's 1986 study applied Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge's

compensation theory, investigating the working hypothesis that a witch is a powerless

person who compensates for his/her lack of power by resorting to magical practices in
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order to effect change. Their study material included one hundred and forty four
Pagan individuals from the USA and Canada, contacted by mailing questionnaires to
the editors of seventy six Pagan journals and to two hundred and sixty leaders of
groups or covens. Kirkpatrick et al concluded that their data did not support their
hypothesis. Possible explanations for the discrepancy between Scott's study and that
of Kirkpatrick et al might be that, in the time between Scott's research in 1974-76 and
Kirkpatrick's in 1986, Wicca had developed from social marginality to attract more
educated and socially integrated people. Another explanation may simply be that
Scott's study is misleading, for even in 1979 Margot Adler's survey reported that the
majority of the people studied were fully integrated in mainstream society, and
educational data, according to Dennis Carpenter, strongly suggests that Pagans 'may be
considerably more educated that the general population in the United States . . .

holding jobs requiring considerable educational background' (1996: 59-60).

Loretta Orion is an anthropologist initiated as a witch who has gathered material over
a period of seven years through participant observation at seven annual gatherings,
participation in a Gardnerian coven for two years, and through a questionnaire which
was passed out and to which she received one hundred and eighty nine responses.
Orion is particularly interested in the efficacy of Wiccan ways of healing, and she
concludes that the witches she studies believe in the possibility of 'perfecting the self
by enhancing the natural capacities of the imagination, will and craft' in order to reach
their goal of being 'balanced creatures, both at home in one's animal nature and refined
by culture' (1995: 272). Orion reveals thorough, first-hand knowledge about Wicca

but her study has been criticised for including so many groups and individual voices
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that it tends towards the superficial, lacking theoretical perspectives and critical
discussion (Salomonsen 1996: 59). Orion's work neverthless remains important to the
present study, for it includes the only published, academic account of which I am

aware that explores the links between Wicca and Renaissance esotericism.

In contrast to the above fieldwork-based studies, Michael Faber's Modern Witchcraft
and Psychoanalysis (1993) is a psychological case study of witchcraft based on textual
studies of Starhawk's books, interviews with members of a coven in Canada, and
participation in one coven ritual. His aim was to demonstrate that witches are
mentally deviant, regressive and childish'. Through application of object relations
theory and Margaret Mahler's thesis that a child must experience a psychological
process of development from union with the mother to full separation in order to grow
up healthy, Faber concludes that worship of a Mother Goddess impedes the process of
individuation. Consequently, when witches search for union and merge with deity,
they are demonstrating childish behaviour. Faber's concern with the negative effects
of worship of a Mother Goddess on the process of individuation is striking, in that
Vivianne Crowley, a psychologist who has been a Gardnerian/Alexandrian Wiccan
Priestess for over twenty years, seems to come to the opposite conclusion in her study
of Wicca and psychology. She argues that identification with a particular God or

Goddess, presumably including a '"Mother Goddess', leads to a true understanding of

"This is a remarkably similar conclusion to that reached by Gregory Zilboorg in his psychiatric research
of the witches persecuted in the Great Witch Hunt. Zilboorg (1969: 73) writes, 'no doubt is left in our

mind that the millions of witches, sorcerers, possessed and obsessed, were an enormous mass of severe

neurotics, psychotics, and considerably deteriorated organic deliria’.
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the nature of the Gods, a realisation which, according to Jung, is a necessary step in
the process of individuation (Crowley 1996: 176). Moreover, as Salomonsen (1996:
54) points out, Faber's reductive interpretations, and his rejection of the fundamental
mystical theme of separation-unity is problematic: if Faber's conclusion is carried to its
logical end, then anyone concerned with mysticism must be judged as childish and

regressive, whether Wiccan, Buddhist, or Christian.

Before we turn to research on Wicca in Australia, Europe and Britain, three recent
pieces of American research need to be outlined. Firstly Dennis Carpenter, himself a
witch, conducted a psychological-statistical study examining the empirical relationship
between individual reports of spiritual and mystical experiences and reports on
positive life changes. He used formal interviews with sixteen individuals at a Pagan
Spirit gathering in 1993, combined with correlational analysis and descriptive statistics
of fifty two randomly-selected individuals at the same gathering (which three hundred
and eight four people attended). Carpenter's research hypothesis was that Pagans
would 'exhibit a significant positive correlation' in these reports, and this hypothesis
was proven: Pagans scored the lowest on experiences of Joss of self in terms of
absorption into something greater, but scored highest on merging of self with various
aspects of non-human nature. Since many of the spiritual experiences reported
seemed to be in the nature of 'everyday' occurrences, Carpenter suggests that this
'transfiguration of the ordinary' among Pagans should be contrasted with the more
traditional notion that spiritual experiences occur only in non-ordinary states of

consciousness. Carpenter's findings with regard to the notion of merging the spiritual
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with the ordinary are important to the representation of Wicca as integrated with

ordinary life considered in the present study.

Secondly, Jone Salomonsen of the University of Oslo conducted her PhD research®
within the Reclaiming Collective in San Francisco, California. Salomonsen sets out to
conduct 'a theological analysis of Wicca as text and of Wicca as a lived religion'
(1996: 60). She concentrates on providing a detailed study of one particular
community (Reclaiming) and one particular representative (Starhawk) in order to
'move beyond the generalizations and sweeping surveys . . . and integrate analytical
angles other than reductive sociology or legitimizing anthropology' (1996: 61).
Salomonsen provides a comprehensive scholarly analysis of Reclaiming, including
vivid ethnography and discussing issues of identity and of ritual practice.
Salomonsen's work with Reclaiming primarily constitutes an engagement with North
American feminist witchcraft, whilst my own work concentrates on British
Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca which is not specifically informed by feminism.
Nevertheless, since I have not been able to conduct fieldwork in the USA,
Salomonsen's thesis, based on extensive fieldwork, has been invaluable in allowing
me to illustrate striking contrasts between Wicca as it is practised in Britain and North

America in this thesis.

2 Salomonsen's PhD thesis is to be published by Routledge in 2000 as part of a series of volumes on
religion and gender to be edited by Ursula King. The only part of her research published to date in
English appears in Pearson et a/ (1998). I had the good fortune to meet Jone Salomonsen for the second

time in 1997, once her doctorate was complete, and to obtain a copy of her thesis.
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Lastly, in 1996 James Lewis edited a collection entitled Magical Religion and Modern
Witchcraft, which brings together studies by (predominantly) North American
researchers, both academic and practitioner. The collection covers the Goddess and
the witches' worldview, magic and rituals, ethics, and Christianity and Neo-Paganism.
Of particular importance are the two literature reviews included at the end of the
volume, conducted by Sarah Pike and Dennis Carpenter. Such reviews have been
missing from the available academic literature on Wicca and Paganism, and I have
found them invaluable to my own outline of previous research. In particular, Pike's
review has provided information on North American research as yet unavailable in
Britain, particularly with regard to published articles in journals which I have been

unable to consult.

Australia

The first study of Wicca and Paganism in Australia appeared in 1997, when Lynne
Hume's volume Witchcraft and Paganism in Australia was published. The result of
fieldwork conducted over a period of five years predominantly in Australia, but also in
Canada, Hume's book provides a rather general, but nevertheless valuable insight into

the growing popularity of Paganism in the Southern Hemisphere, based on the

following questions:

Who are the witches? What would it really feel like to be a witch and to
engage in the practices of witchcraft? What is the emic viewpoint, the belief
system from the adherent's perspective? ~ What spiritual rewards and

satisfactions do they reap? How prevalent are Pagans in Australia, and what
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relevance does all this have to Australian society and to mainstream religions?

(Hume 1997: 15).

Hume participated in many seasonal rituals, public festivals and workshops at Pagan
camps, private rituals and Wiccan conferences all over Australia. She also subscribed
to Pagan newsletters, researched occult archive material, interviewed individuals
formally and informally, and distributed a questionnaire. Hume does, in one sense,

provide another sweeping study of the kind criticised by Sarah Pike:

Because Neo-Paganism is underrepresented in scholarly literature, researchers
are tempted to cover as much of its vast territory as they can, but what is
needed is more specificity. Attention to particular groups, events and issues

often illuminates larger theoretical problems (Pike 1996: 366).

Yet, whilst research abounds and is increasing in North America, Hume's volume is
the first study of Paganism in Australia and as such necessarily attempts to paint a
portrait on a broad canvas which one hopes will set the scene for future, more specific

studies.

Europe

European studies of Wicca and Paganism are far less numerous than those in North
America. In Germany, the Lutheran interfaith official Hans-Juergen Ruppert provided
a fair description of contemporary witchcraft as a serious nature religion not to be

confused with satanism in his Die Hexen kommen. Magie und Hexenglaube heute
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(1987). In the same year, Thomas Hauschild published his historical survey of
witcheraft, including the contemporary revival, in Die alten und die neuen Hexen. Die
Geschichte der Frauen aus der Grenze. In 1986, journalist Gisella Graichen recorded
conversations with ten women and three men who identified themselves as witches in
her book Die neuen Hexen. Gespriche mit Hexen. The majority of the thirteen
interviewed were lesbian feminists, and thus the study falls outside the remit of this

thesis.

In France, I am aware of only two relevant studies, Anne Danieul's Le Sorcier
assassiné. Jeteurs de sort d'hiére, chamans et chercheurs d'aujourd'hui (1981) and
Dominique Camus' quasi-sociological study Pouvoirs Sorciers. Enquéte sur les
pratiques actuelles de sorcellerie (1988). Danieul's study, however, concentrates on
contemporary French magicians concerned with spiritual development outside any
religious structure, and Camus' research focuses on magical techniques to obtain
specific results, with no consideration of underlying religious beliefs. They do not,
therefore, provide any relevant research into Wicca or witchcraft as a contemporary
religion, and are not overtly concerned with modern Paganism. None of the above
five studies have been translated into English, and neither have I been able to obtain
copies. I am therefore grateful to Frederic Lamond for drawing these studies to my

attention, and providing brief synopses of each.

In Scandinavia, Petra Junus has undertaken PhD research among Swedish women, in
the Department of Theology at the University of Uppsala. Her study, The Living

Goddess: Women's Identity and Religiosity as a Process of Change, is concerned with
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the Goddess and Wicca-inspired religiosity, and is based on psychology, feminism and
gender studies’. Laila Walberg is beginning research for her doctorate on "Wicca,
Druidism and the Celtic Heritage' at the University of Uppsala in Sweden, and
Asbjern Dyrendal (1993) has analysed the concept and category of 'mature' in
Starhawk's work for his MA dissertation at the University of Oslo. Lastly, in 1983
Lene Sjorup studied witchcraft in the context of American feminist theology, and
wrote the preface to Spiraldansen, the 1984 Danish edition of Starhawk's The Spiral

Dance.

The only study of Scandinavian Wicca translated into English, however, is Stein
Jarving's Paganism in Norway: Witchcraft and Asatru in Historical and Recent Times,
due to be published in a collection edited by Shelly Rabinovitch (forthcoming®).
Jarving traces the development of Wicca in Norway from the initiation of one
Norwegian witch in London in 1989, to a community of almost fifty initiates in three
covens and two smaller groups in 1998. Thus, says Jarving, Norway is ‘independent’
as a Craft community, and well on its way to develop a regionally distinct flavour’ of
Craft'. Since the Norwegian language is similar to Danish and Swedish, Norwegian
witches have also helped to train and initiate witches in Sweden and Denmark where,

'even to this day, we have not yet located anyone there who were initiates in our

? Petra Junus attended the Nature Religion Today conference in 1996. She provided me with an abstract
of her thesis Den levande Gudinnan: Kvinnoidentitet och religiositet som fordnd-ringsprocess, in

English, but has not yet translated any other part of her work.
* Information on these last two Scandinavian studies has been taken from Salomonsen (1996).

* This volume is as yet untitled and has no publication date; it therefore does not appear in the

bibliography.
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tradition of the Craft, except for those we have initiated ourselves. We knew that
Starhawk had been visiting Scandinavia, but have found few remains of her

inspiration'.

Britain

In 1983, Tanya Luhrmann began fieldwork among witches in London, and her book
Persuasions of the Witch's Craft (1989) became the first academic study of Wicca as
practised in Britain. Her inquiry was not based on questions of social deviancy, as the
earlier North American sociological studies had been, but instead set out to consider
why people become involved in the occult and whether one has to be, or becomes,

'irrational’ in order to 'believe’ in magic.

Assuming that magic is a non-conformist, irrational mode of interpretation which
requires a complex social and mental initiation process in order to be appropriated,
Luhrmann developed the notion of ‘'interpretive drift.  This 'slow, often
unacknowledged shift in someone's manner of interpreting events as they become
involved in a particular activity' (Luhrmann 1989: 340) is used to explain people's
acceptance of magic and of magical practice. Luhrmann utilised participant
observation, social interaction, and formal and informal interviews among witches in
London covens and magical groups, yet her study is limited in two ways. Firstly, her
study is limited largely to one Wiccan coven in London and to witches practising in
the London area, yet the subtitle of her book, Ritual Magic in Contemporary England,
suggests a representative study of Wiccan magical practice in the whole of England.

Her study is, to my mind, limited in scope and is based on a small, unrepresentative
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sample: capital cities are rarely representative of a nation. Secondly, whilst Luhrmann
argues that the paradigms of magic presented in anthropological work among
primitive societies is inadequate to interpret magical practices in literate, post-
industrial western society, she fails to question her own premise that western
magicians in the 1980s must foo! themselves into believing in magic in order to retain

their rational stance in their everyday lives.

However, 'interpretive drift' does not seem to apply to Luhrmann herself, a 'rational’
scholar who, as a modern, successfully socialised scientist, is apparently immune to
such irrational concepts as religion, witchcraft, and magic. Although she was initiated
into a coven and welcomed at a variety of rituals, Luhrmann stresses, 'l am no witch,
no wizard, though I have been initiated as though I were', and points out, T never have,
and do not now "believe" in magic' (Luhrmann 1989: 18, 19). Like Faber, Luhrmann
retreats to a position of reducing Wicca and magical practice to a childish, regressive
state, in which 'these witches were recreating a childhood world, enchanting
adulthood' (ibid., 19). In so doing, Luhrmann ignores the fact that magic has existed
as part of human life experience for millennia, instead reducing reality to empirical
daily life by which the reality of any religious view of the world is invalidated. The
consequence is that witchcraft (and indeed, religion) becomes 'something else,

becomes 'other’, and is devalued.

Katherine Ewing, an American anthropologist, has criticised this reductive and

analytical approach to religion, adopted by Luhrmann, and its implicit methodological

premises. Ewing claims that,
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[t]hough [Luhrmann's] research strategy involved becoming initiated into
several practising groups, her research did not lead her to question her own
premises about rationality. She assumed that belief entails a move from a
stance of rationality to an acceptance of the irrational, an assumption that, it
could be argued, is embedded within the atheistic hegemonic discourse in

which anthropology participates (Ewing 1994: 573).

Ewing also reminds us that a scholar who takes belief seriously 'unfortunately' runs the
risk of 'going native', one of the few taboos remaining in anthropology, but also
stresses that the opposite stance is problematic - if we refuse to acknowledge that the
people studied may know something about the human condition that might also be

personally valid for the anthropologist.

Consequently, according to Salomonsen (1996:58), Luhrmann's methodology repeats
the Freudian dogma that 'reality thinking' and 'fantasy thinking' must be sharply
distinguished. Nevertheless, her research 'might well be said to document the extent
to which fantasy thinking, imagination, emotionality, dreaming and play (the so-called
irrational) are the creative foundations of, and not the cognitive contradiction fo,
reality thinking (the so-called rational)' (ibid.: 58), despite the fact that, whilst
recognising the importance of imagination, play and fantasy, Luhrmann insists that

they are irrational and stand in opposition to rationality.

Whether Luhrmann placed herself in an anthropological straight-jacket or not, her

work has come to be regarded as definitive for Wicca in academic circles, and she
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remains the only academic to have published a monograph specifically concerned with
Wiccan practice in Britain to date. Her work is therefore relevant to the present study,
but we must bear in mind that although she experienced the benefits of participation as
an insider, she .may have misrepresented herself to other participants, or denied her
own experience in her ethnography. In either case, however, "the effect of her denial
is to make her claims of respect for the people she worked with sound somewhat

hollow" (Ewing 1994: 573, emphasis mine).

The most recent study of Wicca, Ronald Hutton's Triumph of the Moon: A History of
Modern Pagan Witchcraft, is due to be published in 2000. Professor Hutton has been
kind enough to let me read proofs of three chapters from his book, two of which
concern the history of Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca, and the third of which is
concerned with contemporary Wiccan practice. I have thus been able to assess my
own empirical and fieldwork research against Hutton's study, and have found that our
results are extremely similar. Hutton's work is discussed in more detail below (pages

122-4).

Other research in Britain is more general and wide-ranging that the two monographs
outlined above. Graham Harvey and Charlotte Hardman published the papers
presented at a conference held at the University of Newcastle in 1994 entitled
Paganism Today (1996). Charlotte Hardman outlines the development of modern
Paganism and its main features in her introduction, and specifies the aim of the
conference which was 'to encourage debate between practising Pagans and academics

working on aspects of Paganism' (1996: xvi). This 'debate' is reflected in the
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presentation of the variety of contemporary Paganism, by academics, practitioners, and
practitioner/academics.  Paganism Today covers the historical perspectives of
Paganism, the main traditions in contemporary Paganism, and Paganism in practice,
seeking 'to fill a gap in the literature on Paganism' (ibid.: ix), by providing a wide-

ranging overview of contemporary Pagan religions.

Paganism Today thus covers a remarkable selection of modern Pagan traditions in
Britain, and provides clear insight into the variety of religious expression to be found
under the umbrella of Paganism. Most pertinent to the present study are chapters by
Susan Greenwood and Shan Jayran. Greenwood analyses Wiccan groups to examine
the use of magical will and power by female and male magicians; using the examples
of Aleister Crowley, feminist witchcraft, and Wicca, Greenwood argues that the
development of the magical will is, in fact, gendered. In 'Darklight Philosophy: A
Ritual Praxis', Shan Jayran narrows the focus to that of a specific ritual circle which
she performed at the conference, describing and explaining the words and gestures she

uses whilst underpinning her text with her philosophical observations.

Paganism Today began the investigation into an understanding of the place of Pagan
religions in late twentieth-century Britain. This investigation was taken up in a
volume from the Nature Religion Today conference held two years later. In this
collection, Susan Greenwood again contributes a chapter relevant to this thesis, in
which she considers sexual identities in witchcraft, and it is in this volume that Jone
Salomonsen's work (discussed above) appears. However, both Greenwood's and

Salomonsen's research is predominantly in the field of feminist witchcraft; only my
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own chapter, and that of Vivianne Crowley who writes about Wicca as nature religion,

is based on British Alexandrian/Gardnerian Wicca.

Wicca is included in both Michael York's monumental attempt to contextualise
alternative spirituality in Britain in the twentieth century, an extremely general study
published as The Emerging Network: A Sociology of the New Age and Neo-Pagan
Movements in 1995, and in Wouter Hanegraaff's New Age Religion and Western
Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought (1998). Both of these volumes
are broad surveys of the cultural and spiritual milieu of the late twentieth century, but
whilst York's Emerging Network offers empirical sociological data and an analysis of
the relationship between the New Age and Paganism, Hanegraaff's volume analyses
the historical background of both the New Age and Paganism, using primary sources
to trace foundations in the Western Esoteric Tradition of the Renaissance. As we have
indicated, we make use of Hanegraaff's work in our attempt to characterise Wicca as a
contemporary current of the Western Esoteric Tradition. Further historical exposition
is provided by Diane Purkiss in The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-
Century Representations. Her analysis of modern witchcraft, however, relies largely
on North American sources and does not provide an adequate representation of Wicca

as practised in Britain.

THE PRESENT STUDY

The present study is designed to address the shortcomings of previous research and to
add to the body of research on specific groups, as opposed to earlier generalised

surveys, which is now required in order to deepen our understanding of esoteric and
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Pagan religions. As the previous research outlined above suggests, much of the
research on Wicca has been conducted in North America. The present study, however,
has as its focus Wicca as practised in Britain. The history, context, and researched
community are thus different from previous research, and it is therefore relevant to
provide some empirical data for Britain and to compare conversion processes between
North American witches and British Wiccans. It is also relevant to provide
illustrations of the apparent contrasts between Wicca as it is practised in Britain and in

the USA throughout the thesis.

The thesis will in particular add to the literature on British Wicca, complementing
Ronald Hutton's historical investigations by providing contemporary analysis, and
updating Luhrmann's narrowly focused fieldwork which is now sixteen years old and
out of date. It is, to my mind, necessary for up-to-date fieldwork to be used when
studying Wicca, since as a religion it is relatively young and is thus constantly
changing as it evolves. Studies of ten to twenty years ago are hardly relevant to the
Wicca of the late 1990s, and the same will be true of my own research within a
decade; a constant process of updating must therefore go alongside continual
fieldwork. Importantly, none of the previous research systematically considers Wicca

as part of the Western Esoteric Tradition.

Studying Wicca: Access and Limitations
Among the Wiccan community in Britain, Luhrmann is regarded as a 'pretender’ who
was initiated into Wicca on false pretences, was unethical in her research, and

misrepresented witches in her book. Certainly, as I have indicated above, Luhrmann
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portrays witches as somewhat childish and irrational, a portrayal which I have found to
be a misrepresentation in my own fieldwork. I cannot claim, however, to know if the
accusations against Luhrmann are true, although Luhrmann herself says, 'I was honest
about my enterprise, but my intention was to fit in, to dispel outsider status, and 7 was
rather relieved when people forgot what I had so carefully told them' (Luhrmann

1989: 18, emphasis mine).

British Wiccans have been criticised by scholars as 'naive’® for forgetting that an
anthropologist is always on duty, and as feeling ‘jilted'” when Luhrmann finished her
study and moved on. Yet such comments do not take into account the underlying trust
inherent in initiatory Wiccan covens. One of my contacts, who was an initiate of one
of the London covens which accepted Luhrmann as a visitor at rituals, explained that
she had felt Luhrmann operated covertly and that she had used information given in
trust, i.e. in a circle’. Since a generally accepted 'rule” in British Wicca is that things
said in a circle between participants in ritual are not to be repeated outside, it is hard to

accuse witches of being 'naive’. Rather, since Luhrmann had been initiated, and was

¢ Salomonsen, 1996:56.

7 Comment by Chas Clifton (clifton@uscolo.edu), February 1999. E-mail to the Nature Religion
Scholars (natrel-l@uscolo.edu).

% In 1995, when 1 was involved in organising the conference Nature Religion Today: Paganism,
Shamanism and Esotericism in the 1990s, a colleague suggested inviting Tanya Lurhmann. When I
mentioned this to my contact she told me that, if Luhrmann attended the conference, British witches
would not support the venture.

’ Wicca does not have any formalised rules as such. However, as we shall see in Chapter Four, there are

commonly accepted and observed rules within the religion. this being one of them.
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also known to be studying Wicca in the field, it is not unreasonable that Wiccans
expected her to honour commonly observed rules and to be capable of drawing a line
between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour. It is hardly surprising, then, that
when I began my own fieldwork in 1994, eleven years after Lurhmann started her
fieldwork, I found Wiccans still feeling they could not trust anyone studying Wicca
and was even asked by one priestess, 'You're not going to do another Tanya on us, are
you?' The effects of previous research in a particular field on later researchers can

thus be extremely negative.

Breach of trust by a researcher in an initiatory religion cannot, to my mind, be excused
by accusing the researched community of naiveté. This is particularly so when
working in religions which regard themselves as secret, initiatory mystery traditions.
Luhrmann asserts that she was initiated 'as though she were’ a witch. She must
therefore have taken vows of secrecy at her initiation and, as Vivianne Crowley
reminds us in the introduction to her volume Wicca: The Old Religion in the New
Millennium, '[t}he words of the oath of the first initiation bind us to secrecy' (Crowley

1996: x).

Without a doubt, then, in conducting the first academic study of British Wicca,
Luhrmann undermined what could have become a trusting relationship between
Wiccans and researchers, and thus made it more difficult for those following after her.
It has taken considerable effort to rebuild that relationship, which could have been

avoided if Lurhmann had, as Sarah Pike points out,
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dealt more completely with the ambiguities and tensions that accompanied her
role as participant-observer. She discusses what she shares with the London
magicians and yet disavows an identity as a magician or witch. Such
disclaimers are problematic when studying within one's own culture . . . More
clarity on her part about the nature of her ambiguous role as insider/outsider

would have been helpful (Pike 1996: 366).

The ambiguities which can present themselves in ethnographic studies are made all the
more explicit when one is studying a group of people who make themselves
inaccessible through veils of secrecy. Thus, the self-styled mystery religion of Wicca,
with three levels Qf initiation, is not easy to investigate from the position of an
'outsider’. A barrier must be crossed in order to study Wicca as a religion in any level
of depth and without misrepresenting its practitioners. Luhrmann crossed that barrier
and was initiated into at least four groups. one of which was a Wiccan coven; but the
barrier was crossed as part of an intellectual process, and she remained an outsider to
the extent that she was able, allegedly, to disregard her initiation vows, break the trust
of those who accepted her into their homes and rituals, and act unethically. How then
does the researcher enter such a field and undertake effective fieldwork with integrity,
without dishonouring the mode of entry (initiation) and the trust of one's research

community?

The 'Insider/Outsider' Dichotomy
Since Luhrmann herself failed to address these concerns, and has been criticised for

this, we cannot ourselves neglect to grapple with the ambiguous insider/outsider role.
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I have myself crossed the same boundary as Luhrmann, but with one difference - my
initiation into Wicca was not part of an intellectual process related to my doctoral
research, but rather it was a genuine initiation into a religion which I had been
personally involved in, albeit as a pre-initiate, for some eighteen months previously.
During those months, [ began to study on the Wicca Correspondence Course, attend
Pagan events, and make contacts with initiated witches. It was not until twelve
months later that I registered as a PhD student in the Department of Religious Studies

at Lancaster University.

I have not, therefore, broken the anthropological taboo against 'going native', for I
already was a 'native'. The situation has, in fact, been quite the opposite, 'insider going
outsider, going native in reverse' (Puttick 1997: 6). Rather than being an outsider who
has become intensely involved in my field of research to such an extent that I became
part of it, I have instead come from inside my field of research to employ an
insider/outsider position which would allow me to study Wicca as scientifically as
possible on a foundation of thorough knowledge. Nevertheless, the ambiguities
remain. Could I, as an insider, maintain the required objective stance deemed

necessary to produce an effective study?

The 'insider as researcher' position is becoming increasingly common, as Liz Puttick
points out, and must therefore be considered within the academy. As a former
member of the Osho movement, Puttick has first-hand experience of this process and

is worth quoting at some length. She says,
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this is now becoming an increasingly common situation, resulting in the
blurring of boundaries between the subjects and objects of study. As new
religions are becoming more integrated into mainstream society, they appeal
more than ever to . . . academics, who may therefore cross the line out of
personal interest. At the same time members of NRMs are becoming less anti-
intellectual, perceiving the value of certain academic disciplines for
understanding religion, and joining the ranks of academia as students and
teachers. This trend presents a challenge to traditional notions of objectivity
and the subject/object duality which are the basis of scientific methodology

(Puttick 1997: 6).

She goes on to explain Weber's Verstehen methodology, which values primarily an
understanding of the inner experience and interpretation of practitioners, since 'only if
he [sic] can gain some apprehension of what it means to be a believer can he say
anything useful about the religious movement he studies; and yet, in gaining that
understanding, he must not actually become a believer' (1982: 13). Even here, then,
the bias is still towards the outsider position and we must therefore question whether
one can truly be an outsider and gain any understanding of the practitioners' stance in a

mystery tradition such as Wicca which requires initiation as the means of entry.

I have mentioned already the vows of secrecy which form part of the first initiation in
Wicca, and can add that the postulant enters the Wiccan circle in 'perfect love and
perfect trust'. It is, to my mind, a serious breach of trust if one then breaks one's oath

in order to fit a pre-ordained academic code. We must, it seems, ask ourselves
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whether such codes are any longer viable given the increasing popularity of alternative
spirituality. If one follows the established rubric of maintaining distance in order to
produce quantitative studies of a sociological nature, then one risks basing such
studies on a profound lack of understanding of the religious community itself. On the
other hand, if one involves oneself in a religious community to produce qualitative
studies, one risks neglecting to provide any empirical data through which the
community being researched may be contextualised. It seems far more appropriate to
combine the two approaches, so that quantitative material is informed by a solid
bedrock of depth understanding and qualitative material is adequately framed and

contextualised by empirical data'®.

We return, then, to my original question: could I, as an insider, maintain the required
objective stance deemed necessary to produce an effective study? Firstly, we must
make the point that objectivity as an absolute cannot exist - research, especially
research which involves people, will always have some effect on the researcher, and
will always be filtered by the researcher's own subjective views. It is therefore

necessary to apply a rigorous self-reflexivity in order to bracket out personal beliefs

' Hanegraaff (1995) presents an extensive argument for the importance of empirical data in the study of
religion whilst emphasising the requirement that the researcher maintains respect for the world view of
believers which 'encompasses an empirically perceptible one and one or more meta-empirical realms'
(1995: 101). See also Puttick (1997: 9) - 'we are accountable to the multi-level complexity of "truth": to

present as complete and comprehensive an interpretation as possible in the context of broader social and

spiritual trends'.
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and values, whether one is an 'insider’ or an 'outsider’ to the religious community one

is researching'’.

It has not been an easy decision to 'come out', as it were, as an insider. Yet it has
become increasingly clear that it is necessary for me as a researcher to situate myself
with reference to my object of study. Given the depth of my knowledge about Wicca
as a mystery religion, it is all too obvious that I must be an initiate in order to have
gained this knowledge, and it therefore seemed impossible to pretend to be anything
else. As Puttick asserts, 'l personally believe that to admit one's personal position is
more valid and illuminating that hiding behind the defence of scientific objectivity,
which is anyway unobtainable' (1997: 8). In addition, it is a fact in religious studies
that there are some vreligions which can be studied whether one is 'inside' or 'outside’
that tradition. It is perhaps less clear that there are also some religions where this is
not the case. I cannot follow Luhrmann's disclaimer and say that 'T am not a witch
though I have been initiated as though I were', for such disclaimers reveal a profound
lack of respect for both the religion and the discipline of academic study, as well as
bringing into question the integrity of the researcher. As Ninian Smart has asserted, if
one 'visits a village simply to get material for a doctorate, without consideration of the
villagers as fellow human beings with their own sensitivities and concerns, that is

arrogant and heartless' (Smart 1997: 6)

I would maintain that the insider perspective is at least as valuable as that of the

outsider; as Berger points out, 'one's own faith and the experience brought on by this

"' ¢.f. Puttick (1997: 6).
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faith will actually constitute "data" or "evidence" upon which inductive reflection can

take place' (Berger 1979: 141). However, if the two perspectives can be combined, as

[ have attempted to do in this thesis, then

15T QUARTER

'FREE AND
OPEN'

Information
known to all

perhaps we can move towards a study of

2" QUARTER
'HIDDEN'
Information known

only to researched
community

4™ QUARTER
'HIDDEN'
Information

known only to
researcher

3" QUARTER
'UNKNOWN'

Information known
to no-one

Fig. 2.0 - The Insider/Outsider Position

religion which provides a depth of understanding which is both ethical and

informative, and which denies the value of neither the religious community nor that of

the academy. In the diagram above (Fig. 2.0), I have attempted to portray the research
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relationship'2. The first quarter is 'free and open', representing that which is known to
both the religious community and to the researcher, that which is common knowledge,
though it may be inaccurate'®. The third quarter represents that which is known
neither to the researcher nor to the researched community. The second and fourth
quarters represent respectively that which is known only to the researched community
and that which is known only to the researcher - those areas which are likely to be, and

indeed may even remain, hidden realms'. It is in the interface between the second and

21 am grateful to Derek Reinhard who, after chairing a paper I presented on this subject at the
AUDTRS conference in 1999, pointed out to me the similarities between my diagram and the Johari
Window. The Johari Window was developed by Professor Joseph Luft and Harrington Ingham (Johari
being a combination of the author's first names - 'Jo' and 'Hari'), and is used to map four states of
awareness. The 'public’ state represents what [ know of myself and the public knows of me; the 'secret’
state represents what I know of myself which the public does not know of me; the 'blind' state represents
what the public knows of me which I do not know of myself; and the 'unknown' state represents what
neither [ nor the public knows of me. If we therefore combine the Johari window with my diagram, we
can thus also consider our own 'blind', 'secret', and 'unknown' states, and perhaps thereby attain a greater
state of awareness as to our own motives as researchers. For further information, see Luft, J. and
Ingham, H. (1955).

" Inaccurate 'facts' which are known by both the community and the researcher are likely to be
stereotypes, such as the ‘common knowledge' that all witches are female and have black cats, or that all
witches are devil worshippers.

"“In our use of the word 'hidden', we are concerned chiefly with knowledge which is 'hidden’ due to lack
of expertise or experience, particularly at the beginning of a study, rather than implying that things are
deliberately hidden by either the researcher or the researched community. Although this latter scenario
can sometimes be the case, resulting in a possible 'stalemate’ or stagnation of the research, we would

suggest a rather more fluid scenario whereby those ‘hidden' sections on both sides become less
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fourth quarters that the relationship between the researcher and researched community

is negotiated, and where the research proper takes place.

Thus, to take Wicca as an example, the first quarter could represent Wicca as a Pagan
religion, a generally known 'fact' about the researched community which the researcher
also knows. The third quarter, on the other hand, could represent the secrets of the
ancient mystery religions upon which Wicca draws, but which have not been revealed
during the course of history and are therefore known neither to the researcher nor the
researched community. The second quarter could represent the differences between
different Wiccan traditions and the ongoing differentiation between Wicca and
Paganism, which might be 'hidden' to the researcher, at least at the beginning of the
research period. The fourth and final quarter, on the other hand, could represent the
different theories and categories of religion which may be hidden from the researched

community simply because the community does not know of them.

In leaving aside the first and third quarters, which deal with what is widely
acknowledged and what is unlikely ever to be known, we come to the crux of the
research, the 'grey areas' as it were. Here, the researcher and the researched
community engage in a dialectic relationship in which the researcher aims to learn
about the community (second quarter) within the framework of his or her own

reference points (fourth quarter), whilst the community finds out about its own context

predominant as the research progresses and, consequently, the 'free and open' section is expanded in a

mutually beneficial and respectful manner.
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within that wider frame of reference and aims to maintain its integrity within it'>. In
initiatory religions such as Wicca, this relationship can become exceedingly strained
as the researched community also attempts to maintain its 'mysteries' or secrets in the
face of investigation. Thus, whilst the information offered through such a relationship
can assist in discarding incorrect perceptions among outsiders (resulting from lack of
familiarity with Wicca), it may also, as Hanegraaff (1998a:6) warns in a general sense,
'unveil aspects of the religion which are unknown and surprising (and not necessarily

welcome) to the believers themselves'.

If the researcher is an 'insider', and thus has one foot in the second quarter and the
other in the fourth, the tension between the two can be impossible to manage.
However, it is perhaps possible that, if the researcher is also a member of the
researched community, he or she can act as a bridge between the two. In so doing, the
researcher may be able to not only maintain a deep understanding of the community
but also retain an 'objective' stance through the application of theory and the adoption
of a relevant methodology which allows for both distance and involvement. The
researcher thus acts as both insider and outsider, embodying the resulting tension in a
positive manner which enables constant reflexivity in the movement from inside to
outside the community, and back. In so doing, the three accessible 'quarters' are
opened up to the researcher, and a more holistic study of the community can be

undertaken. What we may expect from multi-dimensional methodology and the

% ¢f. Jan G. Platvoet (1983: 6): 'methods of collecting data and interpreting them have a hermeneutical
setting: they are operated in a two-way framework of interpretation intimately linked to the person of the

investigator and necessarily involving his or her subjectivities in their operation'.
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valuing of insider as well as outsider perspectives, however, is, in Hanegraaff's words,
'a many-voiced and probably endless debate, in which the dialectics of emic evidence
and etic scholarly discourse may nevertheless produce valid knowledge' (Hanegraaff
1995: 109, emphasis in original). The theory and multi-dimensional methodology
adopted in this thesis in an attempt to contribute such 'valid knowledge' to the field are

outlined below.

THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

Theory

Studying a religion such as Wicca necessarily entails an elective theoretical approach.
[ have thus turned to history in order to contextualise Wicca, whilst ritual theory,
Victor Turner's theories of communitas and liminality, and the psychology of Carl
Jung have been utilised to consider Wicca as a religion expressed through ritual, and
to explain Wiccans' experience of the Divine. Studies of ritual have tended to be
largely based in predominantly oral societies, with few studies being conducted of
ritual in literate, stratified, industrial and post-industrial societies (Bell 1997: 205).
This thesis seeks to add to the body of knowledge concerning the role of ritual in
contemporary British society, in particular among communities whose membership is
made up of people who not only tend to be of above average education but who, for

the most part, fully engage with western capitalist society.

Underlying the whole of the thesis is an acceptance of the primacy of experience and
the subsequent adoption of Berger's inductive approach in order to theorise this

experiential dimension. Berger offers three options for religious thought: the
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deductive, the reductive and the inductive. The deductive approach is to reassert the
authority of a religious tradition in the face of secularisation, whilst the reductive
option reinterprets a tradition in terms of modern secularity. The inductive approach,
on the other hand, returns to experience as the ground of religious affirmation - 'one's
own experience, to whatever extent this is possible, and the experience embodied in a

particular range of traditions' (Berger 1979: 62).

This third option, according to Berger, is open-minded and has a nonauthoritarian
approach to questions of truth; it 'is the only [option] that promises both to face and
overcome the challenges of the modern situation', affording 'a quite distinctive
experience of inne; liberation' (ibid.: 62; 63). In his outline of 'the inductive
possibility', Berger further claims that the approach begins with empirical evidence,
'taking human experience as the starting point for religious reflection’ (ibid.: 127).
Schleiermacher's perception of Protestant orthodoxy and Enlightenment rationalism as
arid and unsatisfactory form the basis of the turn to experience, of which the Romantic
movement's emphasis on Gefiihl, which Berger translates as 'experience’ rather than as

. 16- .
'feeling'"is a prime example.

Wiccans themselves claim that their religion is experiential, and one of the reasons
given by Wiccan authors for writing about a supposedly secret mystery tradition is that
the mysteries cannot be written in words but must be experienced - Wicca cannot, they

say, be learned from books or even taught, but must be experienced and learned for

16 . . .
A term which, he argues, is confusing.
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oneself'’. Given this basis in experience of Wicca as a religion with no doctrine,
dogma, or codified tradition, and Wicca's rejection of Enlightenment rationalism as
the sole basis of truth affirmations, it appears that Berger's inductive approach is
admirably suited to our considerations in this thesis. In addition, the inductive
approach accepts the researcher's own experiences as 'data’ and is thus applicable to

my position as 'insider/outsider’ outlined above.

Use of Texts

The Wiccan emphasis on experience is not conducive to the development of a textual
base. Thus, the only text which all initiated Wiccans have is a 'Book of Shadows/,
which differs from one initiatory tradition to another. The Book of Shadows contains
rituals, spells and instructions, and is hand copied by each initiate from their initiating
High Priest or High Priestess'®. Traditionally kept secret, a number of versions of the
Book of Shadows exist on the Internet, Janet and Stewart Farrar published a version of

the Gardnerian Book of Shadows in The Witch's Bible Compleat (1991)°, and a great

" Janet and Stewart Farrar (1989: 30), for example, explained that their decision to publish Wiccan
material was taken because "to clarify sources and origins is not to 'take the mystery out of the
Mysteries'. The Mysteries cannot, by their very nature, ever be fully described in words; they can only
be experienced. But they can be invoked and activated by effective ritual. One must never confuse the
words and actions of ritual with the Mystery itself. The ritual is not the Mystery - it is a way of
contacting and experiencing it".

8 Books of Shadows, in the 1990s, also tend to exist as typed 'Disks of Shadows'.

* This volume contains the bulk of the contemporary Gardnerian rituals, and was published with the
active help of Doreen Valiente, who wrote most of them and had herself made a large amount of
material available in her 1978 book Witcheraft for Tomorrow. The core ritual format and texts of

Gardnerian Wicca is therefore available to all.
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deal of the standard text is now available in the literature on Wicca. I have not,
however, found it particularly useful to concentrate on a textual analysis of the Book
of Shadows, although I have access to a number of versions. One reason for this is
that the Book of Shadows was only ever intended as a starting point, a book of ideas to
which Wiccans could refer, rather than as a sacred tome to be revered. Thus, all the
Wiccans with whom I am acquainted keep a separate, personal Book of Shadows,
write their own rituals and run their covens according to their own rules, and it seemed
more useful to me to focus on current practice rather than a fifty year old book. I shall,
therefore, refer to the Book of Shadows only when quoting from other writers and
researchers. During the course of my fieldwork, I have attended hundreds of rituals,
been given copies Qf many ritual texts, and written rituals myself. Since the rituals in
my possession have been authored by a variety of Wiccans, however, I shall limit any

quotations to those rituals which are either published or which I have written myself.

The published writings of well-known witches, such as Gerald Gardner, Doreen
Valiente, Pat Crowther, Janet and Stewart Farrar, and Vivianne Crowley can be
considered as a quasi-textual base and are useful in that they reflect the development
of Wicca from the 1950s to the present. As the 'founding father' of Wicca, Gerald
Gardner's books Witchcraft Today and The Meaning of Witchcraft reflect a need to
embed Wicca in a historical trajectory going back as far as the Neolithic period,
linking Wicca not only to the witches persecuted in the Great Witch Hunt, but to the

ancient mystery religions and the builders of Stonehenge. Wicca is portrayed as the
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surviving Pagan religion, forced underground by the emergence of Christianity two

thousand years ago, and now realising its true place once again®’.

Further publications on Wiccan history and practice came from women who were
involved in the early formative days of Wicca. Of these, Doreen Valiente, Gardner's
one time High Priestess, and Pat Crowther, another Gardnerian initiate, focused
largely on redressing the imbalance caused by the media attention on Gardner and
Sanders, presenting women's position in covens as priestesses rather than as sex
objects and providing far more explanation of Wiccan theology and ritual practice in
the 1970s and 1980s.2' The late Doreen Valiente, Gardner's High Priestess and
collaborator in the 1950s, has written a number of influential books including An ABC
of Witchcraft Past and Present (1973), Witchcraft for Tomorrow (1978), and The
Rebirth of Witchcraft (1989). In The Rebirth of Witchcraft particularly, Valiente
provides a history of her involvement with Gardner, her split with him, her time with
Robert Cochrane's Traditional witchcraft group, and her anger at Alex Sanders'

publicity in the 1960s and 1970s. Pat Crowther, a slightly later Gardnerian High

% Chapter Three of the present study constitutes an examination of Wiccan history and Wiccan beliefs
about its history.

"' See Crowther 1985; Valiente 1973, 1978, 1989, 1990.

2 Doreen Valiente, in an interview with Pagan Dawn issue 127 (Beltane 1998: 23), stated that she did
not introduce the concept of the Goddess into Wicca, for she was attracted to Wicca through an article
ina 1952 edition of /llustrated which remarked, ‘A coven is nowadays led by a woman officer because
of the shift in emphasis towards the life-goddess as a woman - and away from the lord of death’. The
concept of the Goddess was therefore already present and. following along the lines of the Golden

Dawn and co-Masonry, Wicca was always open to both men and women. Yet it is evident that, once
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Priestess, published her Lid off the Cauldron: A Wiccan Handbook in 1985, detailing
her memories and outlining Wicca and its practices in an effort to educate people and

prevent them from getting caught up in dark occult groups®.

Janet and Stewart Farrar are two of the most prolific Wiccan authors to date. They
have, between them, written What Witches Do (1971), Eight Sabbats for Witches
(1981), The Witches' Way (1984), The Witches Goddess' (1987), The Witches' God
(1989) and Spells and How They Work (1990). The Witches' Bible (1991) is made up
of What Witches Do and Eight Sabbats for Witches combined. Recently, the Farrars
have filmed two videos, Discovering Witchcraft: A Journey Through the Elements and

Discovering Witchcraft: The Mysteries (1998).

In the late 1980s, one of Alex Sander's initiates, Vivianne Crowley, who was also a
Gardnerian initiate, reintroduced Dion Fortune's incorporation of psychology into the
Western Esoteric Tradition by introducing psycholigy, as well as the Jewish mystical
system of the kabbala, which was one of the foundations of the Golden Dawn, into
Wicca. Crowley's 1989 book Wicca: the Old Religion in the New Millennium has
become something of a modern Wiccan classic text. The 1996 second edition has
been translated into German and Dutch, and she has also written a number of books

relating to Paganism in general.

Gerald had died in 1964 and Alex Sanders had retired to Hastings in the 1970s, the most visible
representatives of Wicca were women.

23
see pages 1-7.
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Methodology

The experiential emphasis in Wicca, and the consequent lack of an underlying textual
base, has necessitated the adoption of a methodological approach involving both
qualitative and quantitative techniques, based upon in-depth fieldwork and participant
observation. An early survey produced empirical data on Pagan groupings and
individual profiles, providing illustrative and supplementary information against
which later fieldwork analysis could be tested. My fieldwork was conducted over a
period of four years, and involved close contact with one hundred and five initiated
Wiccans of two specific Wiccan traditions, and extensive participant observation at
over two hundred rituals. Such close contact provided detailed information which
added depth to the survey results. This combination of a variety of methodological
approaches has enabled me to present the subject of my research in an objective yet

carefully-informed manner.

Each of these methodological dimensions has proved necessary for a comprehensive
understanding of contemporary Wicca as a religious movement. Methodological
integration is both complementary to researching religions like Wicca, and is more
likely to provide a rounded portrayal of people’s experiences. By using a variety of
methods, 'one can build up different pictures of a phenomenon which reflect the
complexity of 'reality” (O'Reilly 1996: 7), and this is especially necessary when one is
researching dynamic religions which contain little or no dogma to which people can
adhere, and in which views can and do shift and change as a person develops on his or

her spiritual path. So with a variety of methods I hope to be better able to build up
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different pictures which reflect the complexity of Wicca.  The different

methodological approaches which are adopted in this thesis are described below.

The Survey: Distribution, Aims and Results

In 1995, I conducted a survey of Contemporary Goddess Religions through a
questionnaire consisting of thirty three questions. The questions ranged from data on
which Pagan organisations respondents belonged to and how 'green' Pagans feel they
are, to more in-depth questions concerning how Pagans got involved in Goddess
worship, why they were attracted to it, and what their concepts of deity are. Many of

the questions were thus open-ended.

Initially, three thousand questionnaires were printed and distributed. Distribution was
facilitated largely by the Pagan Federation: I personally delivered stacks of the
questionnaires to the 1995 national Pagan Federation conference in London, from
which regional Pagan Federation co-ordinators took batches for circulation in their
own regions. The Pagan Federation North West region also sent out further
questionnaires in a 1996 edition of their regional newsletter Elements. In 1996, the
world-wide organisation The Fellowship of Isis mailed out one thousand
questionnaires with their newsletter Isian News. The questionnaire was also
advertised in the journal of the Pagan Federation Pagan Dawn, The Cauldron, the
British Druid Order's Druid's Voice, Touchstone the journal of the Order of Bards
Ovates and Druids, the largest Druid organisation in Britain, and Folksvang Horg, a
Goddess-oriented Northern Tradition newsletter. In this way, people who had been

missed by the main questionnaire distribution were able to write directly to me and
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request a questionnaire. Personal distribution was important in that I was able to make
the questionnaire available to Pagans attending conferences at which I had been
invited to speak. Lastly, in August 1995 I attended a large European Wiccan gathering
in Sussex, and was able to distribute roughly one hundred and fifty questionnaires at

this event.

It is thus largely due to the support of the Pagan community that I was able to use both
cluster and network sampling techniques. However, I was not able to control the
distribution of the questionnaires beyond the initial circulation. Whilst the survey was
intended to be limited to Britain, the global nature of the Fellowship of Isis meant that
in fact [ received replies from Europe, Africa, Japan, Australia and New Zealand, the
United States and Canada, as well as Britain and Ireland. Although three hundred and
fifty questionnaires were finally returned, some of those returned were photocopied
and it is therefore clearly evident that more than the original three thousand printed
were in circulation. It is impossible to state the rate of return. therefore, though it
would appear to be in the region of 10%. Since the questionnaire was not intended for
scientific statistical analysis, the questions being open-ended and many respondents
adding pages in order to answer questions at greater length, I do not consider this to be
problematic. Rather, the questionnaire was intended to provide supplementary
information for the thesis, enabling me to gather large amounts of material and obtain
focused responses at the beginning of my research. Initiating my research at an early
stage with this survey provided questions as well as answers and thus enabled me to

focus my research.
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An additional problem was posed by the shift in focus of my research from Goddess
worship among Pagans to the more defined analysis of Wicca presented in this thesis.
Nevertheless, since responses from self-identified Wiccans (see Fig. 2.1) made up the
largest proportion of questionnaires from respondents involved in a specific tradition
(34%), and since a third of those not yet committed to a particular path stated they had
leanings towards Wicca, the survey remains an integral part of the thesis, providing

much additional and important information.

It is hoped at some future date that the responses from other Pagan groupings can be
followed up in a separate study. However, for the purposes of this thesis I have
focused on those questionnaires in which the respondents (a) live in Britain and (b)
identify themselves as initiated witches or Wiccans. This has necessitated excluding
responses from witches outside the remit of the focus of this study from my statistics,

though I have at times referred to their responses in order to illustrate salient points.

One hundred and twenty self-identified Wiccans responded to the survey, of whom
sixty five were women and fifty five were men. Gardnerian Wiccans numbered
fourteen, Alexandrian Wiccans five, and combined Gardnerian/Alexandrian Wiccans
twelve. By far the largest number was made up of the seventy three respondents who
identified themselves as 'Wiccan', adding no further specification. The remaining
sixteen responses came from the six traditional witches, one hereditary, two Seax
Wicans, one Dianic, three shamanic and three Celtic witches. Their ages ranged from
the eighteen to twenty-four grouping to the over sixty-five, with most falling in the

twenty-five to forty-four range (see Fig. 2.2). We can see from Fig. 2.3 that Wiccans
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are overwhelmingly of Protestant religious background. This can be compared with
Jone Salomonsen's portrait of the religious background of Reclaiming witches in the
USA, where Catholic and Protestant were roughly equal in representation (35% and
32% respectively), and 21% were of Jewish background. Stark and Bainbridge (1985:
401) also note the proportion of witches in North America who had a Jewish
upbringing. Rather than providing percentages or absolute numbers, however, they
instead produce a table where 1.0 represents the proportion of the US population who
claim a particular religious affiliation. It is thus impossible to provide a statistical
comparison between Stark and Bainbridge's study, Salomonsen's, and my own. It is
worth noting, however, that 3.1 witches said they had a Jewish upbringing, whilst only
0.7 were brought up as Protestants and 1.0 as Catholics. 1.7 claimed no religious
upbringing, and 3.8 fell in the 'other' category. In contrast, only one of my respondents
indicated that she had a Jewish cultural background, but added that she was brought

up with no religion®*.

That Protestantism is the religious background of the majority of initiated Wiccans in
Britain is consistent with the religious background of the general populace at large.
The latest figures from the UK Christian Handbook indicate that there are some thirty
two million Protestants in England and Wales, compared to only five and a half
million Roman Catholics and three hundred thousand Jews. We could assume then
that Wiccans in Ireland, for example, may be of Irish Catholic background, reflecting
the religious affinities of the Irish population in general. Vivianne Crowley (1998:

171) puts forward the idea that Wicca is more popular in Northern European,

* ¢f. Carpenter (1996:389-90).
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Protestant countries where people lack any focus for the divine feminine (i.e. the
Goddess), rites of passage and a sense of ritual, factors which remain popular in the
Catholicism of southern Europe and the Mediterranean. Certainly, the very small
number of respondents of Catholic background in my survey, together with the fact
that responses from Europe outside Britain were from Scandinavia, Germany, Austria
and France rather than Spain, Portugal and Italy suggest that Crowley's assertion may
have some truth in it. However, this goes beyond the remit of our thesis, and it is not

possible to ascertain this as a fact from my survey.

Fieldwork

In the process of conducting my fieldwork between October 1994 and October 1998, I
made the acquaintance of approximately one hundred and three Wiccans, of whom
fifty three were female and fifty were male. Over half the Wiccans (fifty seven) were
initiates of the combined Alexandrian/Gardnerian tradition, a further nineteen were
Gardnerian, and twenty three were Alexandrian. This predominance of Gardnerian
and/or Alexandrian Wiccans reflects my earlier assertions concerning the distribution
of Wicca in Britain, and underlines my reasons for choosing to study these Wiccan
traditions rather than Traditional/Hereditary witches or North American feminist
witchcraft. Of the four remaining, I was unable to ascertain their tradition. The fifty-
seven Alexandrian/Gardnerian Wiccans were divided between eighteen different
covens; the nineteen Gardnerian Wiccans were in five separate covens; and the
twenty-three Alexandrians were in eight covens. Twenty-four of the Wiccans were
First Degree, forty-two were initiated to Second Degree, and thirty-seven were Third

Degree. It is interesting to note that there was almost an equal proportion of men and
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women in my fieldwork population®, which suggests that Wicca is not predominantly
a religion for women and that its emphasis on the Goddess is attractive to men as well
as women. It would thus be inaccurate to assume that Wicca in Britain is part of the

feminist spirituality movement.

Graph 2.4 below shows the distribution of types of witchcraft in my survey and in my
fieldwork. The majority of respondents to my questionnaire did not specify the
tradition of Wicca into which they were initiated, and we therefore have a
preponderance of 'non-specific' Wiccans. Through my fieldwork contacts with over a
hundred initiated Wiccans, whose backgrounds I knew and with whom I was in close
contact, [ was able to categorise them according to initiatory tradition. It is likely that
the subsequent fall in numbers in the '"Wicca' category and the rise in the
Alexandrian/Gardnerian category are linked, and that those who did not specify their
tradition in the survey are, in fact, of the Alexandrian and/or Gardnerian traditions.
The survey respondents and my fieldwork contacts do not, however, constitute the

same group of people. Although there is certainly some overlap, I only know for

Bef. Carpenter (1996: 386). Jeffrey Russell (1991: 171), who included contemporary North American
witchcraft in his historical survey of witchraft, says that 'women outnumber men by about two to one,
and this imbalance may be growing because of the increase in feminist witchcraft'. Early survey resuits
from Canada in 1995/6 presented by Siin Reid to the Nature Religion scholars list in June 1999
indicated that three-quarters of her 187 respondents were female, and only one-quarter male. The
Australian national census in 1996 resulted in a figure of 1,849 witches, of whom 1,242 were women
and 607 were men - i.e. two-thirds of Australian witches are female (source: report made available to
the Nature Religion scholars list. June 1999). The Australian census also revealed 4,353 Pagans, and

556 Druids. It will be interesting to see what figures are produced in the 2001 UK Census.
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The Wiccans I met were predominantly in their twenties, thirties or forties, the average
age being around thirty five and thus consistent with the age profile produced by the
survey. With regard to education, half were university educated, seven having a
masters degree, six with doctorates, and four studying for doctorates. A further 25%
at least of the Wiccans in this study had acquired professional qualifications either in
nursing, teaching, or counselling/therapies. Favoured occupations appear to be
healing professions (medical - fourteen; counselling, psychotherapy - five; total -
nineteen people), education (students - twelve; academics - five; teachers - two; total -
nineteen people), computers (thirteen), administration (nine), entrepreneurial (fifteen

had their own businesses). Only one person was seeking employment.

I worked closely with twelve of the thirty-one covens to which these hundred or so
Wiccans belonged, nine of which were situated in the geographic location of the North
West of England. Of these covens, I was a fully participating member of three: one
Alexandrian, and two joint Alexandrian/Gardnerian covens. During the four-year
period of my fieldwork, I attended ten first degree initiations, five second degree
initiations, and one third degree initiation. [ also attended two handfastings, four
Wiccan workshops in the North West, three Wiccan workshops in London, and four
Transpersonal Psychology workshops run by and attended mostly by witches, again in
London. I was also able to attend a European Wiccan gathering in August 1995,
consisting of some one hundred and fifty witches, and three smaller gatherings of
between ten and twenty witches; all of these gatherings were held in Britain. Through
email and internet access, [ have been able to talk to witches in Norway, Germany, the

Netherlands, North America, and Australia. My own location in terms of geographical
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proximity lent itself to more effective fieldwork in the north west of England however,
not only with regard to attending and participating in rituals but also on a day-to-day
level of communication amongst the network. By referring to Wiccan covens in the
North West of England, then, we can provide a detailed example of Wicca in a

specific area.

The North West Covens: A Case Study

My fieldwork in the North West was coterminous with the fieldwork for the thesis as a
whole, and focused on nine covens in the North West of England, each of which has
had a range of between two and seven members. The decade from 1988 to 1998
appears to have been formative for Wicca in the North West region. During this time,
Wiccan activity in the region has intensified. Only one coven (Coven A) in the study
existed in 1988, being joined by a second (Coven B) in 1989. From these two covens,
an additional six groups (C to H) were established. The remaining group (Coven I) is
independent of these covens. In the years 1996-98, other groups in the area have
become more openly active, one even taking part in a BBC television programme,
Everyman: Pagans' Progress shown in November 1997. However, not all groups are
integrated into a community network of covens, and I have concentrated this study on

covens who keep in regular contact with each other and attend each other's circles.

Over the course of the four-year study, forty initiated Wiccans formed part of the
North West community, with twenty six remaining as part of the community at the end
of my fieldwork period. Of the fourteen individuals no longer part of the community

at the end of October 1998, five had relocated but maintained contact with North West
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Wiccan friends, two work as a magical partnership and never made any real links to
the community, and the remaining seven are accounted for through natural wastage -
having being initiated into the community, they subsequently left their covens for a
variety of reasons. The age of Wiccans in this community at present ranges from late
twenties to early fifties, the average age being approximately thirty-five to thirty-seven
years, consistent with the average age throughout my fieldwork and indicated by the

survey.

The nine covens constituting the Wiccan community in which I undertook the major
part of my fieldwork are all closed-group, initiatory covens. Seven of the covens are
of joint Alexandrian and Gardnerian lineage, and the remaining two are Alexandrian.
Two of the High Priestesses were initially initiates of the Alexandrian tradition who
were later initiated into the Gardnerian line. Five of the nine covens were established
and run by High Priestesses and High Priests who are married couples. Of the
remaining four covens, two are run by High Priestesses with non-Wiccan husbands,
another by a High Priestess who later initiated her husband and now runs the coven
jointly with him, and one by a single High Priestess. Inter-group communication tends

to be based on both lineage and geographical proximity.

Covens A and B (the two 'mother’ covens of the North West) were produced from
covens in London during the last ten years. Covens C, D and E refer to each other as
'sister' covens, since they all share the same 'mother'/'parent' coven (B). Coven I has
no traceable link to any of the North West covens, though its High Priest thinks they

originate from Alexandrian Wicca and ceremonial magic traditions. Coven I have
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therefore made their links with other North West covens largely on the basis of

friendship.

As mentioned above, in 1988 only coven A was operating before B was established in
1989. Two years later, in 1991, Coven F was formed as a daughter coven of A, and
covens A, B, and F were the only active® covens in the area until 1994, when my
fieldwork began. During 1994, the High Priest and High Priestess of Coven I moved
to the North West but remained unknown for at least one year, and Coven C, the first
daughter coven of Coven B, was established. In 1996, Coven B ceased to exist in the
North West due to relocation, but another daughter coven, D, was established. Coven
F also relocated during 1996, though it retained three original members. Both covens
B and F understand themselves as a new coven after the relocation rather than as a
continuation, albeit in a different geographical area, of the original coven. When
relocation is not an issue, but membership has changed, covens such as A identify
each major influx of new members as a new coven, even though there is always some
overlap in membership. The third daughter coven of B, Coven E, was formed in 1997,
and a member of Coven C left to form Coven G the same year. Coven D ceased to
operate as a coven in late 1997, but re-established itself late in 1998, and Coven H was
established as a second daughter coven of A right at the end of this study (October

1998).

o By "active' [ mean that these covens were recognised and known by the wider Wiccan community, the
'Greater Craft' outside of the region. It seems likely that there were a number of other covens in the
region who operated in a closed framework, either as secret groups or small networks who shied away
from involvement with the wider Wiccan or Pagan community. Indeed. some such covens came to my

attention during the last two years of fieldwork. as I have indicated.
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London London
COVENB COVEN A
(1989 - 1996/7) (1988 - )
Relocated Coven I
(1997 -...)
Coven C Coven D Coven E ~—CovenF Coven H
(1994 - ) (1997) (1997- ) (1991 - 1996) (1998 - )
Relocated

Coven G

Fig. 2.6 - The North West Covens

By the end of 1997, then, six covens were extant in the North West. Coven A has now
been established ten years, but the other four covens - C, D, E, G, and I - though all
still in existence, are relatively new. In its life, Coven A has seen fifteen to twenty
people go through it, and has, in effect, been four different covens: the first from 1988
to 1991, the second from 1991-94, the third from 1994-98, and the fourth began in
early 1998. It presently consists of four members, has two fully independent?’
daughter covens (F and H), and a further second degree couple hived off who intend to

establish a further daughter coven®®. The first daughter coven, F, retained strong links

7 A coven run by a third degree High Priestess and/or Priest is fully independent. Covens run by
second degree High Priestesses and/or Priests are not fully independent and still retain strong links with

the parent coven.

* Planned for December 1998 and therefore after the closing date of this study.
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with A after its relocation further south, but does not maintain contact with other

North West covens.

Coven B lasted for seven years in the North West, training ten people during this
period. In 1996, the year the High Priestess and High Priest relocated, it had six
members and one fully independent daughter coven. Coven D was formed at the time
of relocation. Coven E, a coven run by a second degree couple, was formed a year
after relocation and maintains strong links with B as it is not yet fully independent.
Coven E currently has three members, as does coven C. Coven C's own daughter
coven, G, has five members. Coven I existed as a partnership of husband and wife
from 1994 to 1997, when a new member was initiated. It presently consists of three

members.

Taking the highest number of members in any particular year, the community formed
by these interrelated covens consists of a relatively stable number of some twenty-one
to twenty-four members, falling in 1996 to nineteen due to the relocation of the High
Priestesses and High Priests of two covens. Six members have been part of the
community for at least eight of the last ten years, and one has been present since 1988.
The average number of members in a coven has remained at around five (falling from
an average of six to four and a half due to the prevalence of new covens) throughout
the four years of research. At the close of the study, there were twenty-four Wiccans
in the North West covens, plus a High Priestess and High Priest whose coven will be

formed in December 1998, after the end date of this study.
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Studies of Wiccans in particular geographic locations thus necessitates concentration
on a particularly small representative community, in this case numbering twenty six
individuals, who practise Wicca in much smaller, core groupings which interact with
each other through bonds of lineage and/or of friendship, sharing many common
features yet retaining individual coven boundaries. We shall assess these communities

further in Chapter Four.

Some Sociological Conclusions

Ronald Hutton has calculated that currently there are approximately ten thousand
witches® in initiatory traditions in Britain (2000). My own fieldwork is thus based on
in depth fieldwork and detailed participant observation of 1% of the estimated present
number of Wiccans belonging to initiatory traditions in Britain. This is not a
significant ratio in terms of large-scale sociological study. It is, however, a large
number of individuals when we take into account Wicca's secretive nature as an
initiatory mystery religion, and such fieldwork may therefore allow us to draw some

general conclusions regarding Wiccans in Britain at the close of the twentieth century.

The age range of Wiccans in Britain is fairly evenly spread over the twenties, thirties

and forties range. Hutton's findings confirm this distribution®®. Given the fact that

% ¢f. Russell (1991: 171), who gives a wide estimate of 20-100,000 neopagan witches in the world.

% As does Russell (1991: 171), who claims that most witches are in their teens, twenties and thirties,
and Sién Reid's survey (see note 14), in which more than half the respondents fell within the 20-40 age
range. Lynne Hume (1997: 103) notes that Australian covens have 'a fairly wide age spread, though the
largest number appear to be aged between twenty-five and fifty-five, tending towards the younger end of

the spectrum'’. cf. Carpenter (1996: 385-6).
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Wicca is only fifty years old and has only recently (in the last ten years) grown
quickly, it is unsurprising that there are only a relatively small number of Wiccans in
the older age range of fifty or over. As Wicca continues and grows older itself, we can
expect to see age distribution diffusing to cover the range from fifty to one hundred.
The lack of people under the age of twenty is due to the practice followed by most
Wiccans of not initiating people under the age of eighteen; I only met three people
who had been initiated under the age of twenty, and most of the Wiccans with whom I
had contact were at least twenty-five before they were initiated. A significant number
were much older. We are therefore unlikely to see the age distribution of Wicca
lowering to cover the under-twenties. Indeed, the Pagan Federation has recently
decided (November 1998) not to lower its membership age below the age of eighteen,
although a network for teenagers interested in Paganism, called Minor Arcana, was

established in 1998.

As Tanya Luhrmann noted in the 1980s, British witches come from a wide range of
backgrounds and occupations. In Australia, Lynne Hume found that witches were
represented across a wide socioeconomic range, and met witches who were 'university
professors, students, school teachers, engineers, musicians, a prison officer, artists,
entertainers, sales people, computer specialists, cleaners, chefs, clerks, cashiers and
the unemployed' (Hume 1997: 102). The occupational profile produced by the present
study (outlined earlier in this chapter) revealed a preponderance of witches involved in
education, computer specialists, artisans, and owners of businesses or private
practices, and are similar to Hutton's findings in the 1990s (Hutton, 2000). My

findings differ, however, in the large proportion of Wiccans involved in medicine, an
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occupation which Hutton does not mention. In my study, those working in the health
field included one radiographer, one occupational therapist, and twelve nurses. Given
that my study was concentrated in the North West of England, an area which Hutton's
study did not include, this may be evidence of a regional exception. In my survey,
which covered Britain as a whole, the occupation profile showed only three nurses,
plus one consultant surgeon. Nevertheless, I agree with Hutton's assertion that
occupational profiles of initiated witches reveal 'a higher than usual amount of
independence and self-organisation . . . a greater than usual love of reading and

commitment to constant self-education’ (2000)*'.

CONCLUSION

In considering the research on Wicca which has already been conducted, we have
ascertained that the majority of studies have focused on a conflated Wicca/witchcraft
as practised in a North American context, a conflation which we have suggested (in
Chapter One) requires disentangling. Having indicated that British
Alexandrian/Gardnerian Wicca is fundamentally different to its feminist kin, this
chapter has considered at some length the problems inherent in the only published
study of British Wicca to date, that of Tanya Luhrmann in the mid-1980s. On the
basis of the differing foci and research problems of previous studies, we might
conclude that further research is necessary for a clearer understanding of Wicca in
Britain. In response to the ambiguities noted in Luhrmann's work, we have outlined
both the potential problems of studying Wicca and the methods and theories adopted

which, we suggest, might mitigate these problems. Through a consideration of the

. Russell (1991: [71) also notes that 'most witches are relatively well educated'.
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ambiguities of the insider/outsider dichotomy, we have argued that researching one's
own community can be an effective means of contributing to the scholarly knowledge
of religion - one which, in its most positive application, may allow for a more

complete understanding of religious communities and their practices.

In order to orientate the reader, this chapter has provided a considerable amount of
background data, gathered through a variety of methods which has enabled a limited
amount of cross-checking of results. These gesults have been further verified through
comparisons with the work of other scholars where possible and appropriate. We have
pointed out, however, that this thesis is not primarily concerned with quantitative data
gathered through surveys. Instead, we have briefly considered the primacy of
experience as the essence of religion, and we have identified Wicca as a
predominantly experiential religion which expresses itself through ritual. This
experiential dimension is fundamental to an understanding of Wicca, as we shall show
in subsequent chapters. The experiential dimension which allows Wiccans and
witches to 'remember’ history in a way which has often been informed more by
experience (as a woman, as an outsider, as a victim) than by the results of historical
research will be our focus in Chapter Three. The means by which individuals find
Wicca and enter covens, based predominantly on the experience of 'recognition', will
be explored in Chapter Four. And in Chapter Five, the thesis closes with an

examination of the experience of Wiccan ritual itself.
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CHAPTER THREE

WICCA'S MAGICAL HERITAGE:

MYTHOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

There is finally the shattering of all the self-evident truths concerning the
historicity of history, of those truths which bear so heavily on our modern
minds that failure to attach importance to the historical meaning or to the
historical reality of a religious phenomena may seem equivalent to denying it

all reality. (Henry Corbin 1969: 96, emphases in original)

INTRODUCTION‘

In reading the words of Henry Corbin above, we are reminded of our need for history,
our need to understand our roots and the roots of those meaningful practices in which
we engage. Lack of historical fact concerning the origins of a religion is often taken to
be a sign of inauthenticity although, as Russell (1991: 154) notes, '[e]very religion has
its founder, and much that surrounds the origin of every religion is historically suspect.

Lack of historicity does not necessarily deprive a religion of its insight'.

Modern Wiccans share this need for a history, and are often regarded as manipulators
of history, clinging stubbornly to narratives long since proven false by scholars of
history and archaeology, largely because research into the historical roots of

contemporary Wicca has only just begun'. According to Robin Briggs (1996: 5), the

' Ronald Hutton's carly investigations into contemporary Wicca and witchcraft can be found in the last

chapter of his Pagan Religions in the Ancient British Isles (1990), and then in chapters of collected

127



Wicca's Magical Heritage

'modern pseudo-religion of witchcraft' is a syncretic construct which cobbles together
elements of genuine pagan belief and ritual on the foundation of a false genealogy of
descent from medieval witches who followed a pre-Christian nature religion
indigenous to the British Isles’, a 'misconception which threatens to become
conventional wisdom'.  This picture, Briggs says, 'has just enough marginal
plausibility to be hard to refute completely, yet it is almost wholly wrong. The witches
of the past were not adherents of surviving pagan cults or guardians of secret
knowledge' (1996: 5). The problem, he continues, is that non-specialist writers who
know neither their sources nor the specialised literature pick out details and exaggerate

their significance or otherwise misinterpret them.

Such misinterpretation and limited knowledge of the historical investigations of the
past thirty years has resulted in distortions of the history of the Great Witch Hunt of
early modern Europe and a lingering association of modern Wicca with the witches of
that period in popular books® on modern witchcraft or Wicca. In large part, this is due
to the lack of scholarly analysis of the witch trials prior to 1970, as a consequence of

which foundational myths were perpetuated to legitimate Wicca. Recent research into

volumes as work in progress (1995; 1998). His major work on the history of modern pagan witchcraft
is due to be published next year. Prior to Hutton, the only historian I am aware of who has written about
both historical and contemporary witchcraft is Jeffrey Russell ([1980] 1991). Norman Cohn (1975: x-
xi) mentions contemporary witchcraft only in order to dismiss it as anti-historical, in much the same way
as Briggs.

2 Interestingly, Karl Ernst Jarcke in 1828 argued that witchcraft was a nature religion, the ancient
religion of the German people, which had survived through the Middle Ages to the present among the
common people (see Russell 1980: 132-3; Cohn 1975: 103-4).

* See for example Crowley 1989, 1996; Farrar and Farrar 1981.
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the origins of contemporary Wicca, however, has brought about the revision of

historical narrative within Wicca in Britain over the past ten years.

The scope of this chapter thus falls naturally into three parts. Firstly, we examine the
myths of continuity which arose within the vacuum of historical knowledge about the
witch trials prior to 1970, and as part of the search for a feminist alternative to Wicca's
heritage from secret, fraternal, magical societies at the turn of the twentieth century. It
is these magical societies which are the direct progenitors of Wicca, and which remain
important to the self-identification of Wiccan initiates in the United Kingdom. In the
second part, we therefore move from myth to history in order to assess the inﬂuencev
on the development of Wicca of secret, esoteric, initiatory societies such as the
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn®, and key figures such as Aleister Crowley and

the esotericist Dion Fortune.

Thirdly, given the undoubted connection of the Golden Dawn with occult sciences and
Romanticism which made it one of the heirs to the Western Esoteric Tradition, we end
the chapter with an assessment of Wicca as a current manifestation of this Western
Esoteric Tradition. In doing so, we shall be looking not at the development of Wicca
from Gerald Gardner onwards, but rather trying to recognise significant affinities,
similarities which suggest a current manifestation of what has gone before rather than
traceable 'apostolic succession' from one person to another throughout the ages. Such
a view of history is in keeping with Hanegraaff's emphasis on an esoteric tradition as 'a

historical continuity in which individuals and/or groups are demonstrably influenced

4 -
Hereafter referred to simply as the Golden Dawn.
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in their life and thinking by the esoteric ideas formulated earlier, which they use and
develop according to the specific demands and cultural context of their own period'

(1995: 118).

Our aim is not, therefore, to produce a definitive history of Wicca which, as we have
noted, is already in the process of publication by Ronald Hutton (2000 forthcoming)’.
Neither is it our intention to attempt a history of the Great Witch Hunt, for which there
is already a large body of scholarly literature®. Rather, our concern is (1) to sketch out
important strands of mythology, the primary purpose of which is to enable us to gain
an understanding of the use of available historical 'facts’, and which also has a
secondary purpose in that it furthers our aim of distinguishing between Wicca and
feminist witchcraft; (2) to identify key organisations and figures in the development of
Wicca; and, with this background information in place, (3) to attempt a diachronic
investigation of the roots of Wicca in the Western Esoteric Tradition, an investigation
which will take us back to the Renaissance, and beyond that to the ancient civilisations

of Egypt and Greece.

MYTHS OF CONTINUITY
Myth is necessary for community, being the unique speech of the many and thus

providing a community narrative. According to Paul Morris, '[i]t serves as the means

* For accounts of post-1950 Wiccan history according to the memories of practitioners, the reader is
referred to Valiente (1989), Crowther (1998), Bourne (1998).
® The reader is referred, in particular, to Trevor-Roper ([1967], 1969), Thomas ([1971], 1991), Cohn

(1975), and Briggs (1996), all of whom are referred to in this chapter.

—_
(9]
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by which the many come to recognize each other and 'commune’ together in myth. As
the origin, will and destiny of the absolute community is narrated, the community is
revealed to itself. The repeated recitation of myth founds and re-founds the
community’ (Morris 1996: 235). The Wiccan myth of continuity operates as a
discourse of descent, creating links to the past. This discourse has a specific history in
different communities, and whereas the myth of the burning times has been important
in both British Wicca and feminist witchcraft, the myth of the golden age of

matriarchy has had relatively little impact in Britain’.

Witchceraft in Early Modern Europe: The 'Burning Times'

Witchcraft is a practice which has a genuinely long trajectory back in time. Initially
constituting an old pre-Christian peasant belief that certain people had special powers
which could be used to perform beneficial or maleficent magic, those who performed
beneficial magic - finding lost goods, healing etc. - were known as 'cunning men' or
'wise women', whilst those who were thought to perform maleficent magic were
known as witches. Witchcraft was thus related to magic, and had nothing to do with
religion until the sixteenth century when, '[o]n top of the popular belief in the power of
maleficent magic was imposed the theological notion that the essence of witchcraft
was adherence to the Devil' (Thomas 1991: 534). These two understandings of
witchcraft - one old, the other newly introducéd from continental Europe - became
fused into a new myth in which 'witches were seen as heretics and the sworn enemies

of God' (ibid.: 542) and could therefore subsequently be tried and executed. Still,

7 . .
The myth is, however, implicit in the writings of popular Wiccan authors. See for example Farrar and

Farrar 1989: 18-19.

—
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however, witchcraft was not understood as a religion, but as a particular employment
of magic, according to the old belief, using power provided to the witch by the Devil,

according to the new theology®.

The time of the Great Witch Hunts of early modern Europe, commonly referred to as
the 'burning times”, is perhaps the most important epoch with which contemporary
witches identify. During a period of some three hundred years, from the beginning of
the fifteenth century to the end of the seventeenth century, an exaggerated nine million
women were said to have been put to death. The 'myth of nine million' was introduced
by the feminist writer Matilda Joslyn Gage in Women, Church and State in 1893 in
order to emphasise the crimes of the Church against women. She stated, ([1893]
1972: 247) '[i]t is computed from historical records that nine millions of persons were
put to death for witchcraft after 1484, or during a period of three hundred years . . .
The greater number of this incredible multitude were women''’.  Although Gage
presented no evidence to back up this estimate, the number entered Wiccan
mythology: the Museum of Witchcraft and Magic on the Isle of Man, owned by Cecil

Williamson with Gerald Gardner as 'resident Witch', sported a plaque commemorating

¥ Trevor-Roper (1969: 114): 'The weaving together of these various elements into a systematic
demonology which could supply a social stereotype for persecution was exclusively the work, not of
Christianity, but of the Catholic Church. The Greek Orthodox Church offers no parallel
Paradoxically, "the Devil, the Mass, and witches" were lumped together by John Knox . . . and
Lancashire, of course, was a nest of both Papists and witches' (ibid.: 118). In turn, Protestant 'heresy’
and witchcraft were linked in the Catholic mind.

? This is despite the fact that witches were hanged rather than burned in England.

10 o . N -
0 This quotation and the reterence for Gage are taken from Daly (1981: [83n.).
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the nine million witches who died in the Great Witch Hunt, and Mary Daly's use of the

figure in Gyn/Ecology ([1978], 1981: p183n.) introduced the myth to feminist witches.

It was not ﬁntil the late 1980s, however, that estimates of the death toll based on solid
evidence were produced, with current scholarly estimates ranging from 40,000 to
60,000"". It is therefore not so surprising that the death toll of nine million was
popular prior to the production of these estimates. However, despite the production of
verifiable and academically acceptable figures, the myth nevertheless retained its hold
on Wicca, acting as a mechanism of legitimisation, relating the persecution of witches
to the Holocaust and demanding respect through using an enormous number'? -
witches (and women) are assimilated to persecuted minorities in a general distortion of

history in order to suit the political aims of feminist witchcraft (Briggs 1996: 8).

The persecution and execution of witches in the Great Witch Hunt has thus been
reinterpreted as a holocaust against women, a repackaging of history which implies
conscious victimisation and the appropriation of 'holocaust' as a badge of honour
(Mestrovic 1997: 11) - 'gendercide rather than genocide' (Briggs 1996: 8)". The

Holocaust set the standard for enormous persecutions, and by comparing the witch

" Gibbons, J. (jennyg@compuserve.com), 11th March 1999, Nine Million, E-mail to the Nature
Religion Scholars' List (natrel-l@uscolo.edu). Gibbons reported that Ronald Hutton had suggested a
figure of 40,000, whilst 60,000 was favoured by Brian Levack.

2 See Purkiss (1996), who entitles one of her chapters. 'A Holocaust of one's own: the myth of the
Burning Times'.

" or as 'gynocide’, a term introduced by Andrea Dworkin (1974, chapter 7) and cited in Daly (1981:

21,
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trials to the Holocaust witches were demanding that the same level of respect be given
to it. The death toll thus became a matter of fundamental importance, and therefore
any attempt to lower the number was perceived as a direct attack on modern witches -
as one researcher reported, 'If your estimate is "too low", you are dishonoring the
ancestors and trivializing the Burning Times (as if there was some quota of deaths we

had to meet in order to be a bona fide atrocity)'*.

The Inquisition, Christians in general, or patriarchal elites were blamed and held
responsible for the burning times in which all witches were the victims and were thus
encouraged to wallow in self-righteous indignation over the horrors 'they' inflicted on
'us'.  An elective affinity with the image of the witch during the time of the
persecutions is commonly regarded as part of the reclamation of female power, a
psychological link which is used by modern feminist witches as an aid in their struggle
for freedom from patriarchal oppression. The past is thus focused on as a central
source of meaning, where the 'burning times' is used as a rallying symbol, and the
witch is regarded both as a martyr and as a symbol of repressed female power. Some
feminist witches identify themselves as being direct inheritors of a corpus of occult
knowledge passed on from the witches of the 'Burning Times": Zsuzsanna Budapest, in
an interview with Whole Earth Review (Spring 1992: 42), passionately exclaimed,

‘[m]y European ancestors'> and yours risked the Inquisition's stakes and racks to keep

alive a body of knowledge about power and healing. My generation of witches is

" Gibbons, J. (jennyg@compuserve.com), 12th March 1999, Nine Million, E-mail to Nature Religion
Scholars' Ljst (natrel-l@uscolo.edu).

bz Budapest was born in Hungary.

,_.
I
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making this wisdom accessible to those who seek a spiritual foundation for political

work’.

The popular song 'The Burning Times' by Charlie Murphy reflects the identification of
feminist witches with 'the wisdom of a bygone time, witch as wise woman, notions of
Christian power and domination, the Inquisition's suppression of women and the myth

of "nine million" (Hume 1997, 44). It contains the lines:

And the Pope he declared the Inquisition
It was a war against the women whose power they feared.
And in that holocaust against the nature people,

Nine million European women died (ibid.: 44).

Apart from the use of the witch figure as an image of female power however, there
was another reason for forging affinities with the nine million persecuted witches of
the burning times. Identification with those persecuted was, to a certain extent,
understandable before the repeal of the 1736 Witchcraft Act in 1951. Apart from the
lack of reliable scholarly estimates of the death toll, then, until 1951 witchcraft was
still illegal, and was punishable, albeit not in terms of death by either hanging or

burning.

However, even after the 1951 repeal which encouraged Gardner to publicise Wicca
and, indeed, to the present day, many witches still fear the subtle persecution of being

forced out of jobs or losing their children through trumped-up charges if they are

—
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publicly known as a witch. Thus, on the one hand 36 of the Wiccan respondents to the
survey I conducted in 1995 reported that they kept their identity as a witch secret
precisely because of fears of persecution for themselves and their families, claiming
'fear of misunderstanding from employers, family, friends, teachers, social workers i.e.
children may be taken away' and stating the necessity of remaining secret 'lest I should
be criticised and/or labelled/judged/discriminated against. On the other hand,
however, 71 respondents stated that they were open about their witchcraft, believing
that only by providing accurate information of modern Wicca and standing up for
witcheraft could the misconceptions be erased and, along with it, the fear that leads to
persecution. Many said that they were open because they had 'nothing to hide' or
'nothing to be ashamed of - I'm proud of being a Witch', 'l am proud of my religion and
I want to dispel misconceptions about it'. One person said she was open because,
'though this can lead to persecution and/or mickey-taking, I feel it is only by being
open that one can get people to accept the authenticity of Pagan religion and ethics'
and another added, 'people can't ignore us if we're "out™. Others said they were open
but only because they knew it would not be detrimental to their careers if people knew
they were witches. For one man, the myth of continuity informed his choice to be

open about being a witch since,

misinformation and false stereotypes/fears about 'witches' and what they
do/believe has been perpetuated for centuries . . . I strongly argue that if
practising witches/ Pagans want to have an end to being misjudged and
victimised/ridiculed and persecuted THE ONLY EFFECTIVE WAY TO

DEAL WITH THIS IS TO BE OPEN! counter misinformation and false

._.
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stereotypes with true and accurate information. If people are not denied
knowledge of what is 'going on', then they will not have to fall back on age-old
falsities (their only other source of knowledge!) for forming their opinions, and
consequently their attitudes towards people who hold these beliefs (emphasis

in original).

Robin Briggs, in Witches and Neighbours (1996), asserts in his conclusion the
importance of further work on the Witch Hunts because the human imagination will
continue to see the witch as 'other': 'just as rabbits have a 'hawk detector’ in their
retina, so human beings have a 'witch detector' somewhere in their consciousness, and
derive excitement from having it activated' (Briggs 1996: 410). He says, in relation to
the satanic ritual abuse claims of the late 1980s which were linked to witchcraft by the
popular press, that 'the descriptions of rituals are like identikit pictures, slightly varied
combinations of precisely the same elements found in the charges against heretics'S,
Jews, witches and other scapegoats in the past. To anyone who recognises their
antecedents it is incredible that this tawdry collection of recycled fantasies can be
mistaken for anything but inventions' (ibid.: 410-411). Given the 'misguided and
dangerous thinking' which allowed the ritual abuse cases to occur, it is perhaps not so

surprising that modern witches at times do feel persecuted and identify with the
Tprising p

* For example, the charges against the Cathars in the twelfth century were almost identical to those
levelled against witches. To both are ascribed a doctrine of dualism between God and the Devil, both
are accused of secret assemblies, and both are charged with indulging in promiscuous sexual orgies.
See Trevor-Roper (1969: 113) and Cohn (1975: x, 260-2). Cohn also notes that the same charges were

levelled against early Christians by pagans (ibid.: ix).
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witches persecuted in the Great Witch Hunt - in cases like this, one might be forgiven

for agreeing with them that nothing has changed!

A myth of continuity with the persecuted also emerges from a further two sources.
Wicca is often described as the 'Old Religion'’, a term dating from American
folklorist Charles Godfrey Leland's Aradia: the Gospel of the Witches (1899), which
tells of the surviving fragments of an Italian tradition of witchcraft in Tuscany known
as la vecchia religione. Leland was undoubtedly influenced by Jules Michelet's La
Sorciere (1862), which 'portrays witchcraft as a justified, if hopeless, protest by
medieval serfs against the social order that was crushing them' (Cohn 1975‘: 105), an
emphasis which Leland shares. Both Michelet and Leland emphasise a political and
class struggle in which the witch-cults are deployed, using spells and potions against
the oppressive ruling classes'®, as well as portraying women as priestesses in control
of the religion. Thus Michelet and Leland wrote about a religious cult involved in
political subversion which mirrored their own political views, representing witchcraft
as 'an early manifestation of the democratic spirit' (Russell 1980: 133). Indeed, Hutton
further maintains that '[a]fter the commercial success of La Sorciére, it is easy to

believe that Wicca was a religion waiting to be re-enacted' (Hutton 1996: 11).

" [nterestingly, the 'old religion' was used to refer to Catholicism during the Reformation of the

Sixteenth century, Protestantism, of course, being the 'new religion'.

18 . . . o .
See Leland's version of the Charge of the Goddess presented in Appendix 2, where this position is

made quite clear.
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Rather than the myth of a golden age of matriarchy, it is these myths which have
influenced British Wicca - the myths of continuity of Pagan religion throughout the era
of Christianity, protecting the under-class of women and peasants and representing a
level of religious tolerance and liberty barely visible even today. Many British
Wiccans have read Leland, though few appear to have read Michelet'?. However, the
chief perpetrator of the myth was Margaret Alice Murray, whose work has been as
accessible to Wiccans as Leland's Aradia. Murray's The Witch Cult in Western Europe
(1921) wove together ideas of rural fertility religion popularised by Frazer, Michelet's
witch cult, and folk customs to assert her theory that the witch cult contained the
vestigial remnants of a pre-Christian European fertility religion - which Murray called
'Dianic®® because it supposedly involved the worship of a two-faced, horned god
known to the Romans as Dianus or Janus - and which may have first been developed
in Egypt. Early views of the history of Wicca thus incorporated efforts at historical
legitimisation through claims to an unbroken lineage of witchcraft going back to the
Stone Age, presented in terms of an unbroken practice and tradition of witchcraft

stemming from the dawn of time.

® This is probably due to lack of accessibility. I have myself been unable to study an English
translation of La Sorciére, although the original French version (which I unfortunately cannot read) can
be located in many libraries.

1t is an obvious point, but nevertheless worth noting, that 'Dianic' has been the name of a feminist
branch of witcheraft for the past thirty years, though named after the virgin goddess Diana (Artemis),
whom Leland characterised as the witches' goddess in Aradia, rather than after Murray's Roman god

Dianus.



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































