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Abstract

Many social scientists have sought to understand the dynamics of personhood
in Western modernity, asking in particular whether it can be said that
personhood in ‘the West’ is more individualistic than is typical elsewhere.
Following Marcel Mauss, a number of anthropologists have suggested that the
dominance of commodity exchange in modern Western societies lays a basis
for individualised social relations over and above the relational patterns of gift
exchange prevalent in many smaller-scale societies. Theorists from Weber to
Foucault have likewise suggested that rationalised institutions in Western
modernity condition an individualisation of subjectivity. Members of the San
Francisco Reclaiming Pagan tradition seek to challenge the individualism,
atomisation and rationalisation of social life they associate with wider US
society, through ritual magic, activism and community-building. At times, they
are able to create numinous worlds of beauty and interconnection against what
Weber calls the “disenchantment of the world” (Weber [1919]1991:155),
helping to forge, in part, a more relational basis to their sociality. In doing so,
they foreground many sites of relationality that exist in US society under a
veneer of individualism, from gift exchange among kin networks to corporeal
dissolution in crowds. Yet, their theories and cosmologies also valorise a
particular type of artistic, expressive individualism, while their practices absorb
and mirror some of the individualising and rationalising tendencies of wider
systems and discourses they seek to resist. As a result, patterns of personhood
and sociality in Reclaiming illustrate some of the complexities obtaining in US
sociality more broadly. Examining these complexities highlights the
individualising effects modern Euro-American institutions can have on
subjectivity, while calling into question any overly-simplistic link between
Western societies and ‘individualism’. As such, this study can contribute to the
project other anthropologists of personhood have begun: of problematising
the dichotomy of ‘Western-individualism’ and ‘non-Western-sociocentrism’

which has at times underpinned anthropological studies of personhood.
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Twilight falls at Mendocino Woodlands...

The drummers drum their call to ritual. The fire-tenders put the final touches on a growing
ritual fire. We all walk down to the ritual circle—a hundred or so campers who have come to
spend a week in the woods at California witchcamp. Some are unsure, some seem more
confident. Some have been doing this for years, some are brand new. Many are decked out in
ritual finery—beautiful robes, costumes, a few are wearing very little at all. We gather
around the ritual circle. In the clearing, we clump, wander, watch, talk, sway, dance to the
drumbeat. Some begin to shout and hoot, some sing, some jump, clap and intone.

As the drumbeat dies down, we move outwards to form a single circle. We take stock of
those around us, shaking off the tension of the drive and the stress of new experiences. A
priestess steps forward to ground the participants. On her instruction, we draw our roots
down, deep down into the earth, down to the very centre, sending our stress and bother and
fears and daily worries down with them, drawing up energy and life force into our bellies.
Then upwards, shooting our tendrils right up into the darkening sky. The twilight glistens
with the first evening stars between the redwood trees. We are invited to feel that energy
flow through our arms, our crowns, to mix with the earth within our bodies. We are conduits
between earth and sky. And we are ‘present’ to ourselves, each other, and our surroundings.

The circle must be cast, so a second priestess steps forward. In dramatic motions, she draws
the pentacle on each of the quarters, then above and below, marking the boundaries of
sacred space, creating the container for our magical workings, saying: “The circle is cast; we
are between the worlds; and what happens between the worlds can change all the worlds.”

And, once the container is prepared, it is time to call in those who will help us with our
work. A priestess invokes the element of air, and no sooner has he begun but wind is blowing
from every voice, birds are singing, the sounds of air whistle and whoosh through the bodies
and the trees. Fire...and all around the circle, campers begin to click their fingers, some
slapping their legs. Others join in, and the snap and crackle sends the experience of fire
through the whole circle. The ritual fire in the centre echoes, sending sparks into the
darkening trees. And then water, and earth—a hundred bodies bring the elements to life,
invoking them into the circle. And then the fifth sacred thing, the mystery—the centre of
ourselves and the centre of everything, woven together in an unfathomable web of life. The
centre that is the mixing of the four elements in the cauldron, becoming the complex living,
connected, evolving, ever-changing thing we call the cosmos.

And then the allies are called in. The spirits of this land of Mendocino, so well-loved by
witchcampers over the years. The fey: the strange fairy folk. And the ancestors: grand and
modest, famous and unknown, graceful and shameful. And finally, Goddess and God, aspects
of the all-encompassing sacred life-force of the universe.






Introduction

Personhood and the gift

One of the most compelling questions anthropology can ask is: who are we?
What is it to be a person? Ever since Marcel Mauss wrote The Gift, this question
has held an important place within anthropological literature. Mauss wrote in a
Durkheimian tradition which stood opposed to the liberal individualism of
English utilitarianism (Douglas 1990:x-xi). Introducing Mauss’s essay, Mary
Douglas has written: “The theory of the gift is a theory of human solidarity”
(Douglas 1990:x). While Mauss’s essay was primarily ethnographic, it involved
an implicit critique of the post-Enlightenment conception of the person that
has come to be called homo oeconomicus: the bounded, self-interested,
rationally calculating individual of industrial modernity. In taking up themes of
reciprocity and mutuality, and their association with practices of exchange in
societies from Melanesia to Native North America, Mauss was arguing for
greater social attention to communal needs and shared interest. Referencing
King Arthur’s Round Table, the essay concludes with the contention: “People,
social classes, families and individuals will be able to grow rich, and will only
be happy when they have learnt to sit down, like the knights, around the

common store of wealth” (Mauss [1950]1990:83).
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In recent decades, anthropologists have reinterpreted, extended and contested
Mauss’s work, developing his analysis of ‘the gift’ into a theory of personhood
and its relationship to systems of trade and economic exchange. Writing about
Melanesia, Gregory (1982) has explored the poles of gift and commodity
exchange, referring back to Marx’s theory of the fetishism of commodities
(Marx [1867]1976). He connects the mediation of social relations to these
processes of exchange, suggesting that “commodity exchange establishes
objective quantitative relationships between the objects transacted, while gift
exchange establishes personal qualitative relationships between the subjects
transacting” (Gregory 1982:41). Strathern (1988) develops this theory further
to suggest that sociality in Melanesia is characterised by a relational
understanding of the self in which persons are considered to be fundamentally
constituted by the network of relationships in which they are embedded. Here,
a person’s relationships are seen to be inherent within them, rather than
external. She calls such persons ‘dividuals’, opposing this conception to the
‘individualism’ of Western models (Strathern 1988:13). In Strathern’s analysis,
we encounter a breadth of implications of a relational model of personhood for
our understanding of social practices beyond forms of exchange: including

gender, power, agency, production, and the concept of ‘society’ itself.

Gregory’s and Strathern’s work has been critiqued by subsequent
anthropologists as overly dichotomising their conceptual categories: gifts
versus commodities, dividual versus individual personhood (Appadurai 1986,
Carrier 1995b, LiPuma 1998). Strathern, in particular, could be seen to be
guilty of what Gregory later describes as conflating ethnographic classification
with logical conceptualisation (Gregory 1997:50): equating ‘Melanesia’ with
gifts and dividuality, just as ‘the West’ is equated with commodities and
individuality. In this way, her depiction of ‘Melanesia’ runs the risk of
reintroducing a reifying notion of a ‘culture’ seen as a unified whole, effacing
specificity, contestation and history (Carrier 1995b:98, see Abu-Lughod 1991
for a critique of the concept of ‘culture’). Nevertheless, as Helliwell and

Hindess (1999a:17 n7) suggest, Strathern’s model remains useful as a
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framework for conceptualising relational personhood and the ramifications
that different conceptions of personhood hold for a wide array of social

practices.

This project is an attempt to turn the lens of this theoretical framework back
onto ‘the West’ by taking up the question of how personhood is expressed and
reproduced in a specific Western context: a feminist, anarchist tradition of
contemporary Paganism known as ‘Reclaiming’. Communities such as
Reclaiming emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century as part of a wave
of new religious movements that swept through Euro-American societies
(Wallis 1984). Reclaiming was founded in San Francisco in 1979 out of a fusion
of counterculture and ‘new left’ activist politics. Practitioners of Reclaiming
emphasise the imaginative, expressive dimensions of human behaviour, the
importance of communality, and above all a spiritual-political intention of
undoing the atomisation, alienation and mechanisation they associate with
Western modernity. According to the opening statement of their Principles of
Unity: “The values of the Reclaiming tradition stem from our understanding
that the earth is alive and all of life is sacred and interconnected” (Reclaiming
1997). This emphasis on the relational, numinous qualities of the physical
world suggests fruitful possibilities for a study of the potential for relational
sociality to emerge in the seemingly individualistic world of contemporary

urban industrial capitalism in the United States.

In part, this study attempts to problematise the dichotomy between ‘Western’
and ‘non-Western’ modes of personhood and sociality by looking specifically
at the complexities and contestations around ‘Western’ personhood expressed
by Reclaiming practitioners. This continues the work of some of Strathern’s
critics, as well as other anthropologists of personhood, who, while recognising
that there are important strains of individualism that run through Western
sociality, have suggested a need to interrogate an overly simplistic notion of
‘Western individualism’. Responding to Strathern, LiPuma (1998) suggests that
‘individualism’ must be seen as much as an ideology as a fact of Western life,

and that relational and individual aspects of personhood coexist in Western
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settings. He argues that this ideology of individualism is a corollary of the
fetishising processes by which social relations are disguised in capitalist
society. Nevertheless, the existence of this ideology can not fully conceal “the
reality that Western persons are interdependent, defined in relation to others,
depend on others for knowledge of themselves, grasp power as the ability to
do and act, grow as the beneficiary of others’ actions, and so forth” (LiPuma
1998:60). Others such as Carrier have argued that commodity and gift
exchange themselves overlap within Western contexts, suggesting a
concomitant overlap in forms of sociality. Carrier critiques what he calls
“Maussian Occidentalism” for conflating complex phenomena in Western and
Melanesian social exchange into simplified categories (Carrier 1995b). Instead,
he examines how practices of commodity and gift exchange flow into one
another in the US in such commonplace activities as Christmas shopping

(Carrier 1995a).

Outside of the Maussian literature, other anthropologists have taken up the
question of Western forms of personhood, many suggesting that there has
been a widespread and unhelpful dichotomising in ethnographic studies of
what Kusserow calls “Eastern sociocentric selves ‘versus’ Western
individualistic selves” (1999:541).' Concomitant with LiPuma’s analysis of an
association between ideologies of individualised personhood and capitalist
social relations, Ouroussoff, in her study of a multinational firm, found
working class informants were less likely to apply individualist values to
themselves than the middle class managers she studied (Ouroussoff 1993). By
contrast, in a study of child-rearing in New York, Kusserow suggests that
parents of all class backgrounds showed both sociocentric and individualistic
concerns in child-rearing; yet the specific qualities of individualism
encouraged in children differed according to class (Kusserow 1999:554-6).

Studies such as these serve as reminders that it is important when looking at

1 See Ewing (1990), Ouroussoff (1993), Murray (1993), Spiro (1993), Conklin and
Morgan (1996), Holland and Kipnis (1994) and Kusserow (1999) for examples of
analyses that attempt to break down this dichotomy by exploring some more complex
dimensions of Western personhood.



Beyond ‘Individualism’ 5

personhood to explore exactly with whom and how threads of ‘relationality’
and ‘individualism’ play out, and even to examine the very different notions

which together serve to constitute the phenomenon of ‘individualism’.

Despite these critiques, a general recognition remains through much of this
literature that there is something meaningful in an association between
individualism and Euro-American modernity, despite the many caveats and
corrections needed. In particular, several of these theorists of gifts and
commodities would agree that, with all the complexity of how these modes of
exchange operate in practice, the gift—-commodity dichotomy remains a useful
conceptual distinction with some bearing on patterns of sociality (Carrier
1995a, Gregory 1997, LiPuma 1998). Similar themes run through other social
theories outside of these anthropological writings. For example, ever since
Weber wrote of the “disenchantment of the world” and the rationalisation of
the Western psyche, linking this to the rise of Protestantism (Weber
[1919]1991, Weber [1920]1956), a picture has arisen of an internalised,
methodical disposition of rational accounting associated with personhood in
Western modernity. Shortly after Weber, Lukacs ([1922]1971) took up these
issues, bringing Weber’s work into conversation with Marx’s theory of

commodity fetishism.

Decades later, Foucault (1983) addressed similar themes, writing about the
many ‘rationalities’ that have come to shape Western subjectivity since the rise
of modernity, reviving and updating Nietzsche’s rejection of the normalised
homo oeconomicus of liberalism. In particular, Foucault suggests that, through
knowledge regimes by which the “figure of man” has become the object of
study, persons in modernity are continually constituted as individualised,
sovereign subjects (Foucault [1966]2003). In response to work such as
Foucault’s, many post-structuralist theorists have attempted to disrupt the
sovereign individual of this Western intellectual tradition, decentring the
Western subject from an essentialised view of the person as neatly bounded,
autonomous and unique. More recently, feminists have extended the post-

structuralist critique to challenging tightly-bound gender dichotomies (Butler
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1990), and to more comprehensive theories of intersubjectivity (Diprose 2002).
In doing so, among other things, they have foregrounded embodiment as a
structuring and structured social reality, calling into question the disembodied
‘rational’ subject of liberalism. As we explore questions of sociality in this
particular setting of Western modernity, the work of these theorists can help us
understand the multifaceted nature of personhood in the West, the complex
field of social conditions which structure sociality, and the possibilities here for

disrupting the autonomous, rational individual of Western liberalism.

Paganism and sociality

Contemporary Paganism offers promising ground for a study of these issues.
The Pagan movement is a Romantic spiritual and religious movement which
embraces a view of humans as imaginative and emotional, and emphasises the
connections that exist between people, with nature, and with a magical world
of spirits, ancestors, fairies and ancient powers. Pagans’ understanding of the
cosmos as an interconnected, unfolding web of energy in which all living
things are embedded leads them to seek a sense of themselves as interwoven
with this sacred cosmic energy, and thereby with the rest of life. This has
important implications for their conception of personhood. As Rook, a teacher

in the Reclaiming and Feri traditions, described her model of the self to me:

And our macrocosmic soul is our God Soul, and that relates to deity,
that relates to God Herself, the fabric of all. And that also relates to the
ancestors, to space and time. It’s connected into the larger picture. So
it’s the part of self that we really want to align ourselves with, so that
we’re not just being run by variant personality parts all the time. We’re
connected with the flow of God Herself, when we’re connected with our
own Divine nature. So in that way, my Divine nature is both immanent—
it’s both indwelling and outside of me, because it connects beyond what
I call ‘self’. It’s still myself, but it’s not just, it’s not only myself.2

2 In quotations such as this from interviews with field informants, italics reflect clear
verbal emphasis in the interview. Italics in quotations from the literature are as per the
original, except where otherwise noted. Spelling throughout this thesis reflects
standard Australian English except in direct quotations from US field informants, which
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Already in this description we have a picture of the complexities involved in a
Pagan understanding of personhood, and of a fundamental understanding of

persons as inherently interwoven with “the fabric of all”.

Furthermore, through rituals, trance-work, classes and festivals, Pagans
engage in what Pike has called “[s]erious playing with the self” (Pike 2001:183).
This involves both ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ processes—remaking personal narratives,
introspection, and imagined ‘journeys’ into inner magical landscapes; but also
tattoos, costume, name changing and ecstatic dancing around the ritual fire
(Pike 2001). The purpose of this ‘play’ is that practitioners reconstitute
themselves along new, more enchanted lines, with a greater sense of their
place among others and in the cosmos. In traditions such as Reclaiming, this
magical-religious practice is aimed at nothing less than a thoroughgoing

personal and social transformation towards a more relational mode of sociality.

What Reclaiming practitioners aim to remake is not just their personal
identities, but the mode of sociality through which they collectively operate.
This would be expected to have interesting implications at the boundaries
where their practice intersects with wider social conditions. As noted above,
while anthropologists have suggested a need for greater nuance in
approaching questions of personhood in Western societies, many agree that
some sort of relationship exists between individualism, commodity fetishism,
rationalisation and Western modernity. In examining attempts by Reclaiming
practitioners to remake themselves and their social worlds along more
relational lines, this raises the central question: ‘to what extent is it possible to
develop a relational mode of social being in a society dominated by the

commodity relations of capitalism?’

reflect US standards, and in quotations from the literature, which are as per the
original.
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The approach

From one angle, this research is an investigation into the way in which
personhood is expressed and contested in a particular social and religious
setting. From another, it is an exploration of the social dynamics that drive
religious and political practice in the contemporary decades of the US. In a
study such as this, these questions are restatements of each other. The way
Pagan practitioners experience their own personhood in wider society—as
isolating, atomised, and mechanised—appears to be a core part of what has
driven so many of them at this particular point in history to explore and create
their political, religious and magical practices. In turn, these practices are
fundamentally shaped by being rooted in particular experiences of
personhood, and by the continual articulation of religious experience with
economics, law, politics and other spheres of social life; or to put it another
way, by practitioners’ everyday encounters with the regulatory systems of
modernity: from public transportation and housing to supermarkets and the
need to make a living. In order to pursue this subject material, | have therefore
turned not only to the anthropological literature, but to the work of those
theorists of Western modernity such as Marx and Weber who approach
questions of personhood and religiosity as aspects of what Mauss has called
“’total’ social phenomena” ([1950]1990:3): as inseparable from law, economics,

education and other myriad institutions and social practices.

The intersection of personhood and religiosity with wider social institutions
brings up the dynamics of secularisation in modernity. The starting point of
this thesis is that religiosity in a secular society reflects a wider point of
tension around which questions of personhood turn, a key for unlocking a
social understanding of how people express themselves as persons today.
Many theorists have pointed to a personalisation of religious life, particularly
arising in the United States since the 1970s, flowing from a decline in religious
institutionalisation (Hammond 1992). Yet other questions arise from this. For
example, as early as 1843, Marx argued that the prominence of religion in

legally secular societies such as the North American states expresses a tension
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people experience in modernity between their collective social life within the
state and their individualised life as private persons in civil society (Marx
[1843]1967:224-6). He suggested that conflicts in people’s experiences of
themselves between and within these competing spheres of modernity are
important in driving and shaping people’s religious commitments and
aspirations. If we are to understand how religious experience articulates with
dynamics of personhood, this suggests we must look beyond religious

practices themselves to these broader social dynamics and institutions.

A related dynamic to secularisation is the centrality of scientific rationality as a
means of comprehending the world. A prominent sociology textbook from the
1980s opened its section on witchcraft and rationality with the claim: “To the
modern consciousness, the very idea of witchcraft is preposterous” (Hirst and
Woolley 1982:213). The growth of witchcraft practices under the rubric of
modern Paganism in Western settings begs the question of who defines
“modern consciousness”, who embodies it and lives it. For there is something
to the contention that the “modern consciousness” rejects overtly
‘superstitious’ ways of framing the world. But if the “modern consciousness” is
not the consciousness of all people in modernity, what is it? Studying modern
witchcraft from the perspective of the social sciences, themselves impacted by
secularisation, therefore launches us into questions of hegemony and
resistance. The existence of growing communities of witches, magicians,
druids and shamans in the midst of secularised Western modernity offers us a

window onto these complex dynamics.

Finally, in a study of relationality and individualism, it is important to recall
that the assumptions, categories and modes of thought used by social
theorists are themselves products of an epistemological individualism that
infuses the social sciences. If Foucault is to be believed, the influence of the
humanist “figure of man” goes beyond the specifics of one or another theory to
the very constitution of the social sciences themselves, where knowledge
systems such as ethnology have both been made possible by and reflect back

upon the “absolutely singular event” whereby ‘man’ emerged as both subject
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and object of study (Foucault [1966]2003:407-421). It is probably not possible
to move completely beyond the reach of this humanist figure in an
ethnological study. Nevertheless, Foucault’s work can help us to recognise
some of the implications this figure holds for our theorising. For example,
Helliwell and Hindess point out that widely deployed concepts such as ‘culture’
and ‘society’ are themselves outgrowths of this “figure of man”, and the
individualised perspective prevailing in the social sciences, whereby people are

seen as otherwise inherently unsocial (Helliwell and Hindess 1999a).

At the same time, important attempts at a relational approach to social theory
have been made and continue to be made, giving rise to interesting
configurations of thought and language which often defy ‘commonsense’
theoretical conceptions. Ollman furnishes us with an example with respect to

Marx’s relational approach:

Vilfredo Pareto provides us with the classic statement of this problem

when he asserts that Marx’s words are like bats: one can see in them

both birds and mice (Ollman 1971:3).
While | cannot pretend any great skill at using words like bats, | will make the
more modest claim of hoping to contribute to the problematising of some of
the assumptions of social theory which flow from an approach rooted in

individualism.



Chapter 1

RECRAFTING THE SELF:
modernity and Pagan visions of sociality

The values of the Reclaiming tradition stem from our
understanding that the earth is alive and all of [ife is
sacred and interconnected.

— Reclaiming, Principles of Unity

At the boundaries, endless possibilities seem to exist,
but so do their limits
— Pike, Earthly Bodies, Magical Selves

Contrasting themes of Pagan personhood

In 2005, before moving to San Francisco to do research in the Reclaiming
community, | worked among a group of eclectic self-styled ‘dark Pagans’ in
Melbourne, Australia. As with Reclaiming and many other strands of modern
Western Paganism, their practice was heavily shaped by a backdrop of ‘British
Traditional Wicca’ popularised by Gerald Gardner in the 1940s.3 But, these
edgy, boundary pushing practitioners of their own locally-grown style of
Paganism also counted many more controversial trends among their key

influences, including chaos magic, notorious Ceremonial Magician Alistair

3 Gerald Gardner was a British occultist whose publication of several prominent books
and other writings on witchcraft in the 1940s and 1950s was enormously influential in
the foundation of modern Paganism. Gardner claimed that his teachings were based
upon a pre-Christian folk religion passed down to him through his initiation into the
‘New Forest Coven’. This claim was never taken particularly seriously in academic
circles, and more recent systematic research by historians, in particular Ronald Hutton,
has undermined these claims of the provenance of Gardnerian Wicca as the ‘Old
Religion’. It seems reasonably likely that Gardner and his co-religionists were
responsible for creating and/or distilling from known occult sources most of the
central elements of the religion they called ‘Wicca’ (Hutton 1999:205-308).
Nevertheless, Gardnerian Wiccan ritual forms represent perhaps the most prominent
and consistent common thread through the wide variety of Western Paganisms that
have flourished from that point (see Clifton 2006 for a discussion of British Wicca's
central influence on US Paganism).
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Crowley and the ‘Left-hand path’ (Satanic-influenced) Temple of Set. A month
after first meeting some of these practitioners, | had already sensed that
among this group of Pagans were many who welcomed controversy, who
seemed almost to invite conflict—not, perhaps, the most obvious place for a
study of relationality and interconnection. At the end of a festival weekend
outside of Melbourne, | sat speaking with the recognised High Priest of the
community, Falcon, who asked about my research interests. | told him that |
was interested in challenges to so-called ‘Western individualism’, and in
particular how Paganism is used to explore more relational processes of
personhood. With some cause, he told me | was looking in the wrong place: “I

think you will find that those ideas are more in the Goddess traditions.”

Later that day, | was driven in a car back to Melbourne by two of Falcon’s
former students, Lilly and Simon, now a High Priestess and High Priest,
respectively, who teach and lead covens of their own. They informed me, too,
that they felt their own practice to be highly individualistic, in the sense that
every person is on their own path to understanding and wisdom. This idea of a
personal spiritual path or journey is a central theme across many Pagan
traditions, and is fundamental to the anti-dogmatic ideology to which Pagans
generally adhere. Among most Pagans, it is not ‘the truth’, but ‘my truth’ that
is the measure of appropriate spiritual knowledge. Pagans emphasise ‘what
works’ and ‘what is true for me’ as the source of religious understanding—and
in this they place the focus on an individual’s personal journey as the
centrepiece for religious practice (see Eilberg-Schwartz 1989 for a useful

discussion).

When | enquired further, however, | found a number of contrasting dynamics to
this fundamental attitude of my informants. Behind the individualistic surface
of their practice was a sense of ‘inner’ personhood that is highly
interconnected, firmly embedded within the energies of the cosmos. “Oh yes,”
said Simon when | asked if the inner self was connected to the world or
universe around, “everything’s connected, it’s all energy.” He went on to

suggest that a ‘disconnected’ person—one who is not magically conscious—is
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someone who is disconnected from this inner source of guidance and from a
sense of their place within the cosmos, disconnected from the fluid and
shifting energies around them. Even the development of a person’s magical
‘will’ must be seen in this light of interconnected energies: it is only by
knowing one’s inner self and sensing how one fits in to the world that one can
find out what it is one truly wills. Truly magical people are therefore those who
are highly conscious of how they are embedded within the wider stream of the
cosmos. The purpose of magical practice is to awaken this consciousness of
the interconnected universe and to act from a greater knowledge of one’s place

within it.

At a social level, reciprocity, sharing, helping each other, and ‘pitching in’ to
make community events run were greatly valued within this group. My
interlocutors became highly animated as they described the joy of teaching
others what they have learnt, of working together to produce a successful
event, of how important others in the community are to them and especially
how central were the processes of mutual support in the life of their coven.
They described how, when someone in their coven is having some difficulties,
their discussion group is turned over to working this through; how they offer
each other material as well as emotional or spiritual support; and how they
regularly perform rituals to help particular members with challenges they are
going through, such as changing jobs. They also work hard at trying to ensure
members’ other important relationships are integrated with their Pagan lives,
holding dinners and social gatherings to which non-Pagan family members and
partners are invited, so that they can share in the close relationships

practitioners develop with their fellow coven members.

These values of mutuality are so fundamental among this group of
‘individualists’, that when someone breaches them, for example by deciding to
act differently from how a group has planned a ritual or event, it is often a
source of major tension. In the central ritual of this festival—where a large
‘Burning Man’ was to be set alight—one participant had stepped in to set the

effigy ablaze. It was early in the ritual, before there had been much chance to



14 Recrafting the Self

develop the ritual mood. As it turned out, this took place well before the time
intended by the event’s planners. The effigy, once set alight, sent dangerous
flames into the dry grass and woods surrounding the circle, and the fire
wardens were unprepared at that point. The controversy polarized the
festival’s creators, with some defending the person who lit the effigy, while
others felt betrayed and as though their efforts were undermined. Some in this
latter group were particularly angry: one practitioner told a group of us later
that night that he was not going to go back to the fire twirling circle because
he did not trust himself to hold his temper around ‘those people’. He then
decided that he would go after all, and show everyone that he was ‘better than
them’. While the hoped-for ideal relationships among Pagans may not always
materialise, even this example of conflict highlights that expectations of
mutual respect and cooperation surround collective activities in this group

which are sometimes at odds with their overtly individualist outlook.

While it is true, as Falcon told me, that Goddess traditions provide in many
ways the most fertile ground for a study of relationality, these events highlight
themes of connectivity that run through Pagan communities more broadly.
Certainly, there are strong threads of individualism in Pagans’ beliefs and in
their conceptions of their own intentions. Yet it is clear that Pagan
communities frequently bring to their practice an anticipation of reciprocity
and close bonding, especially across coven relationships, while holding to
ideas of the ontological interconnectedness of all things. As Pike suggests in
her study of Pagan festivals, “[w]hile Neopagans at first seem to have picked up
the trend toward personal autonomy identified by analyses of the sixties, they
embed this trend in a framework of interconnectedness” (Pike 2001:223). And
particularly in feminist Pagan communities, where a more overt emphasis is
generally placed on themes of community and interrelationality, these
contrasting tendencies point to compelling possibilities for a study of
personhood, individualism and relationality within a contemporary, urban

Western setting.
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Furthermore, Pagans place a great deal of emphasis on remaking the self

through their practice. Pike describes this well, saying:

Festival goers compose their own stories through costume, body art,

masking, altar building, and ritual dance. They share with each other

autobiographical accounts of childhood experiences and past

traumas...Festival workshops are set up to nurture the “real self”, and

rituals are organized around the pursuit of self-knowledge (Pike

2001 :xxi).
This goal of self-transformation does not exist in isolation, but forms part of
the Pagan practice of attempting to create new forms of sociality. Pagans seek
to create a sense of belonging within more explicitly interconnected social
relations than those typifying urban modernity; tropes of “family”, “community”

and “tribe” hold an important place within Pagan narratives (Pike 2001:222). As

Pike explains:

Their search is not solely for the self, but is significantly for them, also
about relationality. What Neopagans want is to belong to a viable
religious community and its gods (Pike 2001:131).

At the centre of this is the practice of ritual. As Salomonsen suggests in her

study of Reclaiming:

Ritualizing is...understood to have the peculiar ability of combining two
levels of human life: it forms and transforms people; it forms and
transforms community and culture. Religious rituals create bonds
between humans and gods, between humans and nature, and create
interhuman fellowship (Salomonsen 2002:286).
These threads of self- and social-transformation are linked within Pagan
conceptions by a mystical belief in the parallel operation of ‘microcosm’ and
‘macrocosm’, captured in the common Pagan maxim ‘as above, so below’
(Greenwood 2000:23,67). As Berger suggests, Paganism fits the model

Beckford outlines for New Age religion, whereby changing the self is seen as

inherently connected to changing structures at a social or cosmic level:

Individual growth is simultaneously regarded as connected to cosmic
changes and as helping to usher in those changes. The development
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and transformation of the self are therefore perceived as part of a

process of social change (Berger 1999:5).
Pagans’ beliefs about cosmic interconnection, the premium they often place on
mutuality and community, and their valorisation of self-expression are best
understood in the light of this emphasis on transformation, as part of an
ongoing project by which they seek to change both themselves and the
structures of sociality through which their selves are given expression. The
purpose of this is to foreground their deepest spiritual values in their lives,
including what they see as the interrelation of our lives and the ontological
interconnection of all things. Pagans can therefore be seen as engaging in a
process of attempting to transform the individualised sociality seen as typical
of Western personhood into a form of sociality in which the person is more
explicitly and consciously embedded in networks of interconnection and

reciprocity.

The Reclaiming community, on which this study is centred, shares in, and in
many ways amplifies, these general Pagan tendencies of striving to transform
the self to achieve a sense of both social and cosmic interconnection.
Reclaiming emerged in the late 1970s as part of a broader upsurge of new
religious movements sweeping the US. Influenced by many of the same British
Wicca threads that form the most consistent backdrop of modern Pagan
practice, they were equally shaped by the radical political milieu of 1970s San
Francisco—influences which have been important in positioning Reclaiming on
the left wing of the broader Pagan movement. Despite a broadening
membership base which has diffused some of its more revolutionary, activist
foundations, the focus of many core practitioners remains on radical social

transformation and overthrowing the hierarchical capitalist order.

At the same time, Reclaiming’s founding was also part of a wave of feminist

spirituality emerging across Anglo-American societies at this time.4 This is

4 A few words of demarcation are in order. While there is no single definition of these
terms, ‘Paganism’ or ‘Neopaganism’ have become umbrella terms for a wide array of
earth-based religions that have emerged in the latter half of the twentieth century in
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important in understanding the strong emphasis on social as well as cosmic
interconnection amongst Reclaiming practitioners. As one observer of this

feminist Goddess movement notes:

Words like ‘embodiment’, ‘nurturance’ and ‘connectedness’ became part
of the lingua franca of women’s spirituality, Christian and Pagan
alike...In fact, the values associated with the Goddess tended at times to
overshadow the Goddess herself, with Pagan feminists sometimes
appearing closer to Christian feminists than to Wiccans and Neopagans
who did not share the same political goals (LeMasters cited in Clifton
2006:120).

Reclaiming members straddle both camps—feminist spirituality and the Pagan
movement. In Reclaiming, themes of nurturance and connection sit side-by-

side with the esoteric and mystical practices of ecstatic sexuality, shamanic

drumming and instrumental ritual magic typical of broader Paganism. Likewise,

Anglo-American and Western European societies. Where this also involves ritual magic
such as spellwork, it is generally known as Wicca or witchcraft. The term Wicca, an Old
English word meaning witch, was first popularised by Gerald Gardner in the 1950s
(Clifton 2006:83-4). The term has since spread, and in the US in particular has come to
signal an eclectic array of practices, from self-styled non-initiatory groups calling
themselves ‘covens’ through to the ‘original’ initiatory traditions of Gardnerian and the
closely related Alexandrian Wicca (Clifton 2006, Pearson 2000). Many practitioners
outside these British traditions refer to Gardnerian and Alexandrian Wicca as ‘British
Traditional Wicca’ or BTW. At the other end of the spectrum, an array of High Magic
and Western Mystery traditions carry on as inheritors of nineteenth century Western
esoteric magic (e.g. Luhrmann [1989]1994:20-1, Greenwood 2000, Pike 2004), and
continue to exert an influence on practitioners of British Wicca and groups such as the
dark Pagans | worked with in Melbourne.

The 1970s saw a rise in feminist and women-oriented spirituality. Some of these
spiritually-inclined feminists saw Wicca or witchcraft, with its focus on ‘the Goddess’
and opportunities for women'’s leadership, as a vehicle for their newly found religious
identities, some founding new traditions such as Reclaiming and the ‘Dianic’ (women-
only) covens styled after the work of radical feminist and separatist Z Budapest
(Budapest 1979). Some call themselves ‘witches’ but not ‘Wiccans’, attracted to the
disruptive image of the witch but not claiming affiliation to the new Wiccan religion;
others see themselves more as ‘Goddess feminists’ or ‘Goddess worshippers’ than
Wiccans or Pagans. Many of these feminist practitioners were equally influenced by
writings from the broader feminist spirituality movement such as Mary Daly’s
([1978]1990) Gyn/Ecology and Christ and Plaskow’s (1979) WomanSpirit Rising. Still
today, they often overlap at events and in groups with Christian, Jewish and other
spiritual feminists.
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in their conceptions and practices of personhood and sociality, Reclaiming
members share common ground with both, while dosing their outlook heavily

with their particular flavour of radical, direct action politics.

In recent decades, contemporary Western Paganism has emerged as a viable
field of research for a small but growing number of anthropologists and
sociologists. While few have dealt singly with Pagan conceptions of personhood
and structures of sociality, many recent ethnographies have touched on
aspects of these issues, especially in dealing with questions of community and
belonging (e.g. Berger 1999, Pike 2001); human relationships with the natural
world (e.g. Greenwood 2005a, Clifton 2006); and issues of cognition and
rationality (e.g. Luhrmann [1989]1994, Greenwood 2005a). Some
ethnographers have also engaged more directly with questions of subjectivity
in Paganism, albeit in relatively brief discussions (Eilberg-Schwartz 1989,
Greenwood 1996, Raphael 1996, Pike 2001:219-226).5 As with the dark Pagan
example above, this literature points to complex, intersecting patterns of
relationality operating alongside individualist assumptions within Pagan
structures of sociality, suggesting fruitful ground for further inquiry into the
complex and contested threads of personhood in these urban settings of Euro-

American modernity.

