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Abstract

ABSTRACT

The aim of this thesis was to produce an ethnography of contemporary feminist
witches and the practice of their ‘craft' in New Zealand, particularly the Otago
and Canterbury regions. Data was collected over a sixteen month period using
the traditional anthropological method of participant observation and formal
interviews with practising witches. I became a member of a coven and
participated in its formation with other interested women who attended a course
on ritual making. Upon meeting witchcraft practitioners, I attempted to place
them in a sociological pigeonhole of 'witch', which defies definition. It became
evident that contemporary witches encompass a set of chaotic images, each with
important implications for ritual practice and the self labelling process. By
naming herself a witch, a woman empowers herself with a history, and a set of
ideological beliefs, that challenge the prevailing rationalistic and scientific world
view. The practice of witchcraft expands beyond important religious implications
to provide the resources and tools for a political agenda compatible with feminist,
environmental, alternative health, art and peace movement ideologies and
protest strategies. Their world view is best explained through eco-feminist
theorising that acknowledges the connections between women, ecology and
spirituality, and explains why ‘witch' is used as an all encompassing self-label by
these women, instead of other equally valid but limited labels such as 'femmie’,
or 'greenie'.
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction: The Wiccan Way

Religions are like ancient meandering rivers and tangled rainforests.
They fit uneasily, it seems, into a modern, rational landscape,
obstructing progress, impeding development. Yet just as the world's
waterways and jungles, now seen to be endangered, are beginning to be
taken seriously, so there is a need for a greater appreciation of
resources within the world's religions. Their contributions to our
social and cultural ecology deserve to be better understood.
(Donovan, 1990:9)

A little known spiritual movement; a part of the oft-noted resurgence of
the 'occult' groups and the New Religious Movements, appears to be growing
spontaneously and quietly. As a segment of the pre-Christian Pagan or Neo-
pagan revival it has generally gone unnoticed and when acknowledged is largely
misunderstood. It goes by a variety of names; Witchcraft, Wicca, feminist
spirituality, feminist Neo-paganism, women's ritual groups and moon circles.
Having no common body of doctrine, often individualistic and autonomous,
these groups do not adhere to patterns that society associates with religious cults.
Anthropological, historical and theological scholarship is filled with learned and
semi-learned articles on the phenomenon (see summary of literature cited in
Adler, 1986:351-371). Apparently however, few modern writers have actually
encountered witches, a fact that has not prevented most of them from making
ethnocentrically biased observations. Members of this movement commonly
refer to themselves as Pagans or Neo-pagans; an umbrella term for the
bewildering variety of groups in a movement that shares the goal of living in
harmony with nature and claims their rituals from the ancient pre-Christian
nature religions of Old Europe. The fundamental principle of these groups lies
with the metaphor that any religious pathway is a journey to a spiritual reality,
therefore the differing traditions, scope, structure, symbols, organisation, ritual
and names for the deity that each chooses is legitimate. The movement
flourishes in Britain and the United States of America and the increasing
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number of practising witches and subsequent media coverage suggests a similar
growth in New Zealand.

To return to Donovan's quote, several points should be noted. Witchcraft
and Neo-paganism have developed or reclaimed 'ancient' traditions, dating back
to the pre-Christian period of Old Europe. Thus, these 'new’ religions are in fact
derivatives of old religions, new only in the social context in which they appear.
Common perceptions of witchcraft are varied; generally negative feelings are
widely shared, even by well-educated people. Concern was often expressed for
my well-being, upon a person becoming aware of my research interests. I was
frequently greeted by responses, 'Hadn't you better be careful?' or 'Isn't it
dangerous?' Witchcraft, or any perceived 'fringe’ religion fits uncomfortably
with the recognised rational and secularised society of today. Even as the
introduction for this thesis is being written, the common stereotype of witches
has materialised before me in the latest episodes of New Zealand's home-grown
"Shortland Street’, a television drama set in a private emergency clinic. The
latest character introduced to the television series is a modern day witch,
ironically named Morgana. She is a psychiatric patient, who lapses into
spontaneous uncontrollable irances and chants, shatters mirrors upon gazing
into them, moves objects, swings doors, opens and closes elevator doors, and
finally speaks the voices of those who have recently died. Viewers are told by
another coven member that she 'transgressed the boundaries'. Despite a recent
report detailing the research the actress Marise Wipani engaged in (Rule, 1993:11),
the producers of what in the past has been an excellent conveyor of popular
culture, appeared to be more concerned with Stephen Speilberg style Hollywood
witchcraft, than they were with producing a fair and accurate representation of
contemporary witchcraft.

Since World War II social scientists have felt that religions 'deserve to be
better understood’ (Beckford, 1987:392). In the past theologians have only
concerned themselves with religious dogma, or changes within formalised
religions, and even currently, little comment emerges from the theologians
regarding the current resurgence of new religions. There appears to be a new
found willingness among social scientists to take the new religions seriously, and
as such my thesis research has proved to be a popular discussion topic amongst
my colleagues. Literature on Witchcraft is lacking, which is understandable
when one considers the centuries of persecution and misunderstanding suffered
by those accused of being witches. Literature on ritual making is readily available
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and the curious only need to explore the titles in book stores to find it. Academic
research in New Zealand appears to be well advanced with writings from
Wisewitch (1987), Alice (1989, 1992) and Rountree (1992). Some British and
American studies have been excellent and two in particular deserve mention;
Margot Adler's (1986), Drawing Down the Moon, and Tanya Luhrmann's (1989),
Persuasions of the Witch’s Craft: Ritual Magic in Contemporary England.

During a 1991 Post-Graduate Diploma course, I became aware of a group of
practising witches and was attracted to the possibility of writing an ethnography
of contemporary feminist witchcraft based on a study of the group and its
members. I approached my research with no central hypothesis to be tested and
had little idea of the direction it would take, hoping instead that ideas would
materialise as profound revelations which would contribute to social scientific
study, specifically in the area of the sociology of religion. Particular ideas have
emerged, which will be detailed in the discussion to follow. The data for this
thesis is based on two methodologies; an ethnography gained by participant
observation and informal interviews that have produced a chronology of female
experience. Data was collected during a sixteen month period of participant
observation as a member of a Dunedin coven. This methodology provided the
study with the actuality of events and relationships, and of content.

The second source of information was collected by informal interviews
with women and men from the Otago and Canterbury regions. Sixteen formal
interviews were conducted with women from a number of different covens and
with two male witches. In addition, informal discussions and interviews were
ongoing, including participation in a seminar in Christchurch, an open ritual in
Dunedin, and an invitation to share in a ritual with a group from Waikouaiti. I
had further in depth discussion with two male witches and a Christchurch artist
who uses Goddess imagery in her work, and much of the descriptive material in
this thesis took place in the context of the group in which I participated, but of
which I interviewed no members. A letter of introduction and an invitation to
participate in the study was sent to all participants of the Workers' Education
Association courses on women's spirituality. Several agreed to be interviewed.
Finding subjects was conducted on an ad hoc basis, often by way of word of
mouth. Two subjects came forward after an announcement to my own lecture
class of my research interests.
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The interviews, one to two hours in length, included both open and closed
questions about lifestyle, social and political attitudes, and religious belief and
practices. All contact with people and groups was conducted openly, with the
knowledge of those involved. Interviews were held in the strictest confidence,
and personal information (including names) that might identify individuals has
been removed from the written text. All formal interviews were taped and later
transcribed. It is from these transcripts that the women and men may speak in
their own words. Interview techniques were similar to those detailed by
Anderson and Jack (1991) and Borland (1991).

It should be emphasised that the coven of which I was a member was one
of many. Decentralism and individualism are the basis of Witchcraft, and they
overshadow any 'tradition’ or 'ritual'. Crowley states, "Rituals are constantly
reinterpreted as people evolve, but on the basis of a shared core of information
which preserves a common thread which is recognisably Wicca," (Crowley,
1989:15). Because Witchcraft is so decentralised, and each coven is autonomous,
each develops its own identity. It is easy to talk of a coven'’s particular tradition,
or the rituals they practice, but difficult to analyse the differences between groups,
because of their diverse characters. The period of investigation was during the
early stages of the coven growth, and in fact I was one of the instigators of its
formation. The coven, later naming itself 'The Lunar Spiral Sisters', was formed
by interested women who completed a course in ritual making.! During this
period the coven underwent many changes, and at times the possibility of
disintegration. The future is sure to result in further changes in the composition
of membership and the structure of the group. For these reasons it is timely to
reflect on my role as a researcher, and as a catalyst for the group formation.

My main research concern has been whether it is compatible with feminist
principles, that objectivity is an impossible reality, and that the subject should
name or define their own reality, which begs the question; Can there be a
feminist Ethnography? Feminists have decried the hit and run nature of past
research that has returned little or nothing to the subject, and has sought to
establish an egalitarian research process, "...characterized by authenticity,
reciprocity, and intersubjectivity between the researcher and her ‘'subject’,”
(Stacey, 1991:112). Ethnographic methodology based on participant observation
and interviews with subjects is ideally suited to feminist research principles, and

1 Janet Melbourne ran a four week course at the Dunedin Workers' Education Asscociation entitled
‘Women's Rituals' in early 1992,
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I eagerly embarked on this type of method. My reasons are similar to Ann
Oakley's, who has rejected the hierarchical, objectifying, and falsely objective
stance of the neutral, impersonal interviewer as neither possible nor desirable
(cited in Stacey, 1991:112).

Stacey finds two major contradictions inherent in this approach. Firstly,
for the precise reason that ethnographic research is based on feminist principles,
it contains the possibility of exposing the subject to, "...grave risk of manipulation
and betrayal by the ethnographer," (Stacey, 1991:113), as my fieldwork can
illustrate. Several of my informants were involved in a group split-up that was
both incredibly recent and painful for the women involved. They felt this
particular group break up should not be the subject of research and would only
talk off-the-record with me. I was placed in an awkward position when another
woman felt the issue of group dissolution should be addressed and used the
example of the particular coven concerned. I too, felt the issue needed to be
addressed, therefore potential betrayal in relation to those who spoke
confidentially to me, existed. More times than I would have liked, this study
placed me in a conflicting relationship with the women observed and
interviewed, and I could list numerous other examples of conflict.

The second area of contradiction that Stacey (1991) points out lies with the
ethnographic product. Despite all feminist claims to remove bias, and present a
fair and accurate record of people's lives, the final authority always lies with the
author. In spite of all my intentions to allow the women to speak 'in their own
voices', I can only conclude that the final presentation of their respective
narratives has been my decision, that is, my voice will always be the loudest. I
retained a privileged position, which is often mistaken for mutual reciprocity. In
addition difficulties lie with the requirement of the University to use legitimate
research methodology, hence a double agenda exists. Feminist principles require
that research should be a process of empowerment for subjects, and yet the
legitimacy of the final product buys into intellectual elitism through both the
accessibility of product and the use of unnecessary and difficult language.
Language construction and publishing productivity placed me in a professional
bind and can only be rectified by publishing papers through a more widely
distributed medium.

I have been forced to address these issues and can only conclude the most
correct action for me, is to openly acknowledge the limitations of ethnographic
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process and product. I do not pretend to be neutral nor take an objective stance.
This thesis does not do full justice to the women's stories, nor does it fully
capture the diversity of lifestyles and experiences they represent. Uniting these
women without homogenising them is an important criteria. It is in fact
nothing short of a snapshot of a dynamic phenomenon. Thus, for the purposes
of this research, the generic form of woman and related pronouns (she/her) are
used to refer to witches unless otherwise stated. The practitioners of New
Zealand witchcraft are predominantly women and the majority of my
interviewees were women, although it must be noted that male witches exist and
the majority of male practitioners label themselves as witches.

Upon becoming acquainted with the witches, I made attempts to place
them in some sort of sociological pigeonhole. This was impossible to find. No
single factor seemed to typify them, and the more I explored the concept of a
‘witch' the more a definition defied and confused me. As the basis of the first
chapter, which incidentally took the longest to write because of the
aforementioned problems, it was with sudden clarity I realised that the aim
should not lie with attempting to define what a witch was, an impossibility I now
acknowledge, but instead to examine why women choose to label themselves as
such, (or choose not to, as the case might be). These women are searching for an
alternative world view that expresses their personal ideas of the world, embodied
in the image of a witch. Committed to the evolution of post-patriarchal
spirituality, many witches seek their inspiration and rituals from past models of
female power. Chapter one explores the images of the witch, delving into its
chaotic and at times horrific history, from the early images of female sacrality
evidenced in the Old European nature religion to the persecution and burning of
women accused of the crimes of witchcraft. Controversy surrounds the usage of
these images for contemporary means, such as the original matriarchal stage that
witches commonly refer to, and the tradition of witchcraft as an survival of the
pre-Christian era, although scathed by the burnings. For New Zealand witches,
proof of an unbroken tradition, or the authenticity of an early matriarchy
commands little importance, as they attempt to create their own rituals and
practices.

The Wiccan novice need only search the titles in book stores to find
detailed descriptions of ritual performance. Chapter two provides a brief
descriptive analysis of the formalised components of witchcraft; ritual, the
Goddess and magical practices, although most 'Craft' texts delve out greater detail
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for the ritualist than this chapter chooses to. The majority of this chapter is
descriptive, with anecdotal evidence from a journal I kept, but like most written
descriptive material the emotional impact and content of ritual is difficult to
achieve. When offering an explanation for the presence of feminist rituals,
functionalist theories reduce them to an effect of the feminist, peace and
ecological movement, which is plausible for the reasons for which ritual is used;
healing, worship of nature, spell making and other magics, creativity, celebration
and self empowerment of women. Although theorising in this manner has
some validity, it is not an entirely adequate explanation for the re-emergence of
witchcraft, for it fails to explain both the emotional and psychological content of
ritual, and the various levels of intentionality that exist in ritual.

Feminist witchcraft worships the Goddess. Feminist theologians have
criticised patriarchal religions for ignoring women's religious and social
expression. Witches assign to the Goddess the attributes the patriarchal God does -
not possess, providing both psychological and political consequences for all
women, and reflecting the diversity of Wiccan practitioners. While furnishing a
psychological and social model for women, the usage of Goddess imaging as a
symbol for women places gender as the most crucial factor of religious
expression. As long as religious expression is based upon gender, witches will
always have a need for the Goddess, which reduces Her to a political sign as well
as a religious symbol. Following the logic of feminist witches, men are thus
denied access to Wicca because of the political nature of the Goddess. Chapter
two analyses the important role of magical practices in feminist ritual, and seeks
to examine the compelling and persuasive nature of magic. Most witches see
magic as a form of social action based upon will, providing witches with a formal
tool for gaining their own desires. Defined as, "..the art of changing
consciousness at will," magic involves a transformation of some kind. Its
pragmatic nature prevails witches to modify their evidence and interpretation,
leading them to assume their magic is correct.

In the first chapter, I have detailed the issues concerned with defining what
a witch is and means, and have concluded that not only is it a self label, it is part
of a process. I have suggested that instead of trying to grasp a concrete definition
of witches and Witchcraft, it would be prudent to examine under what
circumstances witches choose to label themselves as such. In chapter three I have
suggested that women label themselves as witches when their spirituality reaches
a point where they make the claim, 'my spirituality is my life'. Chapter three
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examines the background of witches and despite the fact that women of different
race, class, age and religion are welcomed to join and practice witchcraft, there are
characteristics of those women who are attracted to witchcraft. Many are older,
pakeha, middle-class (in ideology as opposed to socio-economic grouping), and
independent women, who are often lesbian or without a male partner. Of
course, this is a generalisation and many witches fail to fit these characteristics.
Their search for a religion, their feminism, their love of nature, or friends and
beliefs may lead them to witchcraft. Chapter three details the process women
experience in two sections; the initial changes, that are often startling and very
intense, and the process of conversion, that suggests witches are already involved
in Wiccan ideology in terms of feminism and ecology long before they ever
happen upon Witchcraft practices. Witchcraft is linked to other social areas
beyond feminism and environmentalism, therefore I have chosen to examine
what I feel are two important connections; creativity and the alternative health
movement.

For many witches the spiritual and political are intimately linked, and are
implicitly expressed within an ecological feminist framework. Feminist critique
of the patriarchal bias that exists in the ecology movement has brought feminism
to ecological theorising. In terms of articulating a feminist position, witches find
themselves in two camps; radical eco-feminism which views women as closer to
nature because of their biology, and socialist eco-feminism that suggests women
are ideologically constructed as closer to nature. Eco-feminism, the subject of
chapter four, must move beyond the boundaries of both the radical and socialist
perspectives and a new 'dialectical feminism' needs to be articulated, which will
position feminism and environmentalism with other forms of oppression. Eco-
feminism also refers to the grass root organisation of women's efforts to mobilise
against ecological destruction. Feminist witchcraft secures a strong base for
articulating an eco-feminist perspective, for mobilising political action and for
providing protection from political burn-out. Leading activist witches, such as
Starhawk, are building a women-centred activism centred on pacifist and
ritualised content. However, political feminists continue to dismiss witchcraft,
or any movement that involves the metaphysical, as apolitical and a means of
mystification. Sadly, a true 'dialectical feminism' remains unachievable, as long
as those political feminists who can articulate it most clearly, continue to ignore
the potential in the feminist spirituality movement.
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Finally, chapter five explores some future considerations that witchcraft as
a movement will have to confront and deal with. My intention in this chapter
has been to point out difficulties witchcraft may face in the future, not to negate
its role in that future. The growth of new religions, that appeared from the 1960s
onwards, is a source of curiosity. Academic response has been varied. Some
suggest we are approaching a Secular Age, others associate religious growth with
periods of rapid, intense and wide-ranging social changes. The media,
mainstream churches and the public view the new religious movement growth
with trepidation and alarm. In order to endure in what appears to be an
increasingly changing environment, witchcraft will need to remain adaptable,
flexible and able to engage in critical discourse. The decentralised and non-
hierarchical nature of Wicca and the loosely constructed network will allow
witchcraft to survive, but could inhibit its growth. In addition, the Wiccan future
may look quite different with the equally ambiguous impact of the next
generation of witches and the growth of male spirituality and male involvement,
where attempts may be made to formalise the Wiccan tradition. There lies with
Witchcraft the potential to bridge the ideological differences between the women
regardless of background and extends not only to those women who become
witches, but also in their interaction with and their understanding of other non-
Wiccan women. The intricacies of group dynamics and power imbalances need
to be recognised and addressed, or they lie dormant until causing conflicts and in
some cases group break ups.
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CHAPTER ONE

What is a Witch? A Portrait

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Contemporary witchcraft or Wicca is but one quasi-religious group, who
describe themselves as a part of a pre-Christian pagan revival. The Neo-pagan
movement, a religious phenomenon currently sweeping regions of the United
States of America, shares the goal of living in harmony with nature and claims
its rituals from the old pre-Christian nature religion of Europe (defined in section
1.2.1). Witchcraft, a branch of Neo-paganism, is a relatively recent development
in New Zealand, and has been heavily influenced by feminists and lesbians.
What differentiates it from other Neo-pagan groups is the centrality of women's
experience, that is, it is gynocentric. Chapter one discusses witcheraft and the
contentious debates arising from its practise. Within contemporary witchcraft,
the word ‘witch’ or ‘witchcraft’ has created a furore, which must be clarified so
that a working definition can be applied to this text. I conclude that 'witch' is a
self identification; a label that recognises a complexity of images, not only those
contemporarily perceived, but also those originating from pre-Christian beliefs.
Committed to the evolution of post-patriarchal spirituality, many practitioners
seek their inspiration by looking to the past for models of female power. For
these reasons and to grasp an understanding of their spirituality and practice, it is
important to examine the archaeological evidence and the subsequent debates
surrounding it. Archaeology has yielded many Palaeolithic female figurines and
it has been widely suggested they represent the existence of female sacrality and a
fertility cult. Academic interpretation indicates the contentious nature of this
debate, which is further intensified by many feminist authors who have used
these finds of ancient artefacts as affirmation of a pre-Christian matriarchy.

Much intellectual debate arising from J. J. Bachofen's original thesis has
focused on the matriarchy argument, and whether it offers a theory of the origins
of witchcraft. Further, some feminist witches and the occasional scholar intimate
that contemporary witchcraft is an archaic pagan revival. Those that champion

10
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this supposition posit that witchcraft, in addition to emanating from the early
fertility goddess cult, survived the burnings of the Middle Ages, was kept alive
underground, and reappeared during this century. While this debate has raged
overseas and appears to be resolved (Adler 1986:86), it has been of little
consequence to the witches of New Zealand. It would be incredulous that any
New Zealand witch could ever hope to claim an unbroken traditional line. The
developing phenomenon is unique to New Zealand's conditions and diverges
from other traditions elsewhere in the world, despite its largely feminist,
ecological and spiritual nature.

1.1 PERCEPTIONS OF WITCHES

One seemingly insurmountable problem facing the study of women's
spirituality is the use and meaning of terms such as witch, witchcraft, magic,
pagan and ritual . Rountree states,

The historical and anthropological study of witchcraft could arguably
be seen as a study of the process of labelling, whereby witches were or
are defined and consequently feared or ridiculed, shunned and
persecuted by the societies to which they belonged or belong, often as
marginalised members. (Rountree, 1992:96)

The historian Elliot Rose observed that the word 'witch' is, "...free to wander, and
does wander, among a bewildering variety of mental associations," (cited in
Adler, 1986:42). Many of these mental images, whether they be perceived or real,
are conveyed by the media. In one example, the reviewer of Germaine Greer's
book The Change: Women, Aging and the Menopause, states that in Greer's
scheme, menopause is a spiritual crisis. It is, she argues, "...a time to put aside
worldly things (coffee and tea as well as sex) and take up witchcraft or, depending
on one's taste, religion," (Ehrenreich, 1992:56). Examples utilising the terms
'witch' or 'witcheraft' can be found close at hand. The Otago Daily Times
published a headline, "Power crisis review not a ‘witch hunt’”, (Otago Daily
Times, October 15, 1992), and a recent Dominion Sunday Times printed, “The
royal witch hunt continues”, (The Dominion Sunday Times, November, 1992).
Conclusive definitions are as variable as the practitioners of witchcraft. Adler
warns that,

The very power of the word lies in its imprecision. It is not merely a
word, but an archetype, a cluster of powerful images. The price we pay
for clarity of definition must not be a reduction in the force of this
cluster of images. (Adler, 1986:42)
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Groups of fundamentalist Christians continue to be perturbed ,by ‘witches'
and 'witchcraft!, claiming that witches possess supernatural powers and practise
the 'black arts'.? However, modern witches do not associate with the
supernatural, and magic is usually considered secondary to their religion or
spirituality. Modern perception equates witches to makers of evil, an
appropriation of the witch burnings from the Middle Ages era. Television
evangelist Pat Robertson, speaking against the Equal Rights Amendment in the
USA, was quoted as saying,

It is about a socialist, anti-family political movement that encourages
women to leave their husbands, kill their children, practice [sic]
witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians.

(Time, September 7, 1992)

Contemporary witches claim that they promote good. Our perceptions of witches
are passed from generation to generation; a stereotypical image that is still
pervasive in children's fairytales, in movies and cartoons. A witch is the haggard
old woman, with a hooked nose and warts, a broomstick and black pointed hat.
When asked to provide a description of witches, the makers of the television
documentary The Burning Times, found children gave with a variety of
responses,

Child A: I think that witches make potions and then at night they give
it to you and take you to where-ever they live and they put you in a
cage and make you their slaves.

Child B: I think there are good witches and bad witches. I think a bad
witch would look maybe a bit old and wrinkling, and a good witch
would be young and all beautiful.

Child C: A witch is something that comes out of the ground at
Halloween and gives us all magical powers.
(The Burning Times, 1990)

Much of the confusion lies with the bewildering images associated with
and commonly practised by witches. Numerous academics have divided
‘witches' into an assorted array of classifications with the intention of providing
definitional clarity: including Classical, Gothic, Feminist, Neo-pagan, Family
Traditionalists. This study has focused on feminist Neo-pagan witches. Neo-

2 The Dunedin Christadelphians recently hosted (30 May 1993) a free public bible lecture entitled,
The EVIL of Witchcraft and Sorcery.
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pagan witches are usually polytheists or animists or pantheists, or two or three of
these things at once (Adler, 1986). This religion, with a heritage located in the
pre-Christian nature religions, has a specific history of its own (discussed in
section 1.2). Of the 80,000 self identified American pagans (Adler, 1986), Russell
(1980) argues that approximately fifteen percent are Neo-pagan feminists. As
witchcraft in New Zealand is a largely feminist and lesbian phenomenon
(Ansley, 1985) fifteen percent is possibly a relatively low estimate of the
proportion of Neo-pagan feminists practising in New Zealand. It is important to
note the difficulty in assessing the extent to which other Neo-pagan groups are
operating in New Zealand, due to their hidden nature and low numerical
participation.

To make matters more confusing and despite the frequency of feminist
pagan witches, not all witches agree with the use of the term 'witch'. The
majority feel it is a word to be reclaimed. Derived from an Old English word
Wicca or Wicce , witch means 'wise' or 'to shape or bend', thus many witches
claim they are the seekers of wisdom or change.3 Intent on salvaging a lost
women's history, the modern witch often brandishes the title about. By calling
herself a witch, each woman is recognising and identifying with the millions of
victims of the burnings and as feminist witch Starhawk states, "...to be a witch is
--to take responsibility for shaping a world in which prejudice claims no more
victims," (Starhawk, 1979a:22). Section 1.2.3 discusses the historical construction
of the witch.

Women who call themselves witches are subverting the negative
connotations linked with the word witch. They are retrieving the word to use it
in a positive and powerful new light. Paula recognises the power in naming
something:

I think any word that has or is used, or has a negative connotation is
very powerful in itself. It is very interesting to look at words like
‘witch', which have been used in a derogatory way.

For Cathy, the word witch is

...one of the words used to denigrate women, along with a whole list of
others, because alternately it is a word of power as well, which is why
people are so afraid of it.

3 The derivative root is Wic or Weik (Adler, 1986:11).
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Although to a large degree women wear the word witch as a badge of pride,
with a comparability to lesbians reclaiming the word dyke, a lesser number of
women do not use the word witch to describe themselves. For Renee, the word
'witch' has developed more problems through its usage than when it was
previously unused. She places the blame on perceived ritual abuse that is
sensationalised by the press:

I think it is a word that is difficult to use publicly at the moment and
more so now than even two or three years ago. I think there is a lot of
ritual abuse that has come into the public eye and things like that. I
think that perhaps 'ritual' more than 'witch' has got some bad press.

As Ellen states,

The word witch is a big problem really, and I think it would be better if
we didn't use it, or use something like Wiccan instead. It has got bad
connotations

What these women practise is even more contentious, with many terms
used synonymously: Goddess worship, witchcraft, Wiccan, feminist Wiccan,
women's spirituality, and ritual making. For clarity of definition 'women's
spirituality’ is too expansive for application, especially when feminists within
mainstream Christian churches are attempting to reform the church and in some
situations have developed their own ritual groups.? Alice (1989, 1992) has
attempted to define feminist women's spirituality in New Zealand. She found
numerous names and descriptions assigned to the variety of women's
spirituality groups. Equally she found no label represents the movement as a
whole. The commonality between these groups is the centrality of women's
religious and social experiences, that is, they are gynocentric. Feminists
theologians have for a long time criticised codified religions for continuing to
ignore women's needs, and for attempting to control peoples' (particularly
women's) religious as well as social expression. Wisewitch's (1987) research
showed that traditional churches have alienated women because of their
ideology of male domination, their rigidity and dualistic theology and their
rejection of female sexuality. She concluded,

..there is not, and never can be, a place for women in the main
patriarchal religions. Therefore there will always be alternatives such
as Women's Spirituality. (Wisewitch, 1987:1)

4 A small number of witches are still currently practising members of mainstream religions, in
particular, Catholicism. One interviewee, Ellen, stated that she would return to the Catholic
church if it extended equal rights to women.
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Core religious symbols must bear relationship to peoples' experience.
Christianity, which has traditionally been constructed by males in ways that
represent male experience and interests, is not in a position to interpret female
experience. Feminist spirituality, witches argue, is a living metaphor, where
women celebrate themselves as autonomous, powerful and free.

Alice (1989) discusses three strands of feminist spirituality that appear to be
defined according to experience: church based spirituality, where feminists are
challenging the church from within it; goddess spirituality, where goddess
symbology it utilised; and ritual group spirituality, where women meet as covens
to perform rituals. These categories appear to be arbitrary. Alice provides little
explanation for separating Goddess spirituality from women's rituals, while
simultaneously suggesting that they may overlap, viz;

For many women who become involved in feminist spirituality the
goddess figures less often than the fun of creating rituals with other
women. (Alice, 1989:226)

Goddess symbolism can play a major or minor role in ritual, but this is not to
suggest that women who practise ritual separate the Goddess from their ritual
making, or their lives. Rather than posit definitive categories, I suggest that these
women use both Goddess symbology and ritual as and when it is necessary.
Women's initial involvement in feminist spirituality may entail the separation
of the Goddess from other aspects of ritual making. The concept of a Goddess is
unusual in Western society, and can sit uncomfortably with women who have
been raised in the tradition of the Christian God.

It is through this process of legitimate self actualisation that witchcraft
becomes a way of life for many women. For this reason many call it a spirituality
in contrast to a religion. As Jenny describes,

I see it [witchcraft] as an integral part of the whole thing I do. Rather
than me bringing ritual into my life, ritual is a part of my life. So it is
not a pick-up the things and put them into my life. It is an expression
of all the things that are already there.

Cathy states,

It's an identity thing. It is social, political, ideological and it is
religious. It is a whole, a total package, a lifestyle or a world view, a
way of looking at the world.
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These statements reveal the self identification of a witch. In her summary
Rountree states, "For most contemporary historians... there was no such thing as
a self defining witch. A witch was a person, usually a woman, who was labelled
as such by has persecutors,” (Rountree, 1992:98). For contemporary practitioners
of witchcraft self identification and labelling are an essential part of defining
themselves. Choosing the label 'witch' is not simply a matter of like or dislike of
the word.  Labelling moves beyond this realm of definition. Penny argues, "We
do NOT accept the pejorative meaning of witch or coven. These are OUR terms
and we use them in OUR way," (Penny, 1990:178). Alice (1989, 1992) points out
that there are various groups of women using ritual and Goddess imagery in a
number of ways, who do not call themselves witches. At some point during a
witch's discovery of her own religious expression she will come to label herself as
a witch. By doing so she recognises the history specific to witches and the chaotic
images associated with being a witch. It becomes crucial to move the analysis of
witches and witchcraft in a direction away from the words themselves, and
instead examine the social, ideological and political contexts in which a woman
will label herself as a witch.

1.2 THE ARCHETYPAL WITCH: ORIGINS
1.2.1 The Ancient Religion

Most scholars conclude that the world's earliest religious conceptions were
manifested through feminine dimensions of the sacred. Archaeological sites
have yielded numerous female figurines (often sculptured images and cave
paintings) frequently with exaggerated sexual characteristics, commonly known
as the 'Venuses', after the Roman Goddess of love and beauty (Preston, 1987:36).
Excavated in hundreds of Upper Palaeolithic sites from India to Western Europe
from the Gravettian-Aurignacian cultures, they date as far back as 30,000 years.
Early Neolithic cultures and the subsequent emergence of agriculture furnish
corresponding goddess figurines representing a strong continuity of a Goddess
culture for over 10,000 years (Preston, 1987:37) and widely interpreted as a fertility
cult. Most scholars believe the early cult was concerned with fertility, birth,
growth and life in general, including rebirth and renewal after death. The most
famous carving is the Venus of Laussel (20,000 B.C.), where she is pictured
holdmg a horn with thirteen lines, symbolising the thirteen lunar months of the
year (Holford, 1984:4). Other examples of the Goddess include the Venus of
Willendorf, the Venus of Menton, and the Venus of Lespugue. The complex
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imagery of the Neolithic era, centred around females and animals, is best
illustrated by evidence from the Anatolian settlement of Catal Huyuck, excavated
by James Mellaart in 1961-1963 (Preston, 1987:37). One of the earliest known citiesg
(6500 B.C. onwards) contains forty shrines distributed in a labyrinth of decorated
rooms displaying the presence of a nature goddess, her associated images of
serpents, trees, butterflies and leopards, and accompanying male deities. The
Goddess is also found in the three aspects of youth, giving birth and old age.

Northern semi-nomadic invaders, known as Indo-Europeans, brought
their own religion with them, the worship of a supreme sky-father, storm or
warrior gods, often with control of fire or lightning. Archaeologically attested by
2400 B.C., their arrival was executed by a series of aggressive invasions. The
resultant synthesised religion often juxtaposed the male deity as dominant over
the female, or the female deity changed form, in many cases becoming a spouse
Goddess (Stone, 1982:14). The Indo-Europeans brought concepts of light as good
and dark as bad, and came to see the symbol of the snake as evil (Holford, 1984:9).
Although the early Israelites engaged in the worship of female deities, the
phenomenon of Goddess worship was eventually eliminated. Scholars struggle
with the exact sequence of events, and argue over whether Goddess worship was
purged early in Judaism or whether it was retained for centuries before being
finally removed (Gross, 1982:255). The historical and social processes that
resulted in more male-centred images and concepts of the sacred are not clearly
understood, although some feminist scholars have argued that this purge of the
feminine represents the origins of women's repression (Binford, 1982).

1.2.2 The Matriarchy Controversy?

Some scholars (and many feminist authors) have extrapolated
archaeological evidence to suggest the existence of a pre-Christian period of
matriarchy. Two prominent theorists of this view were Jacob Bachofen and
Frederick Engels. One of the most influential theories in the study of goddess
worship was advanced by nineteenth century Swiss historian, J.J. Bachofen (1815-
1887), who linked goddess worship with a more general theory of social
development. His book, Mother Right, asserted that the first human societies
were matriarchal and characterised by an initial stage of widespread promiscuity,
which was reflected in the worship of female deities. Using ancient myths as
evidence, he argued that women brought about a matriarchy through defeat of
lustful males. His work, defining matriarchy as a social order based on the
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primacy of mother rule and inheritance through the female line, sparked
widespread debate. Although influential at the time, Bachofen was criticised for
the lack of empirical data and for substituting mythology for history.

Engels, in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, posits
that early societies were 'essentially collective,’ and characterised by group
marriage. Descent was traced through women, and men lived with their wives'
families. The household was communal and within it both sexes worked as a
unit of production; the division of labour between the sexes was reciprocal.
Change occurred in property relations whereby inheritance became individually
based. By separating the family from the clan and institutionalising monogamy,
inheritance traced through the male line could be insured. Thus the central
premise of Engels' work lies with the emergence of the male-dominated family
unit and subsequent development of classes (Engels, 1972).

The issue of a primitive matriarchy which once plagued the study of
goddess worship has not disappeared. Feminist authors find their evidence for
pre-Christian matriarchy in three areas (Stone, 1982, Binford, 1982). First, they
argue that early civilisation was female-dominated because humans would not
have possessed a conscious understanding of the relationship between sex and
conception, therefore paternity and fatherhood remained unknown concepts. It
is argued that in this situation descent was traced through female lineage. Their
second piece of evidence comes from the early excavated sites that exhibited clear
signs of ancestor worship. They extrapolate the first assumption, that women
may have been regarded as the sole parent of the family, and combine it with
ancestor worship to explain the founding of the cosmos. Their conclusion
suggests that the creation of the universe was a birth from the vagina of a
Goddess or by similar creative forces. Their third piece of evidence is the
figurines excavated from both Palaeolithic and Neolithic sites (as discussed
above). Feminist witches further argue that mothers used to rule the world, not
by fear and intimidation as men later did, but by natural right as givers of life and
bearers of the culture (Starhawk, 1979a, 1979b, 1982b, Walker, 1987, Stein, 1990,
Stone, 1982).

Debating the matriarchy theory, Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban (1979:343), notes
three errors committed by scholars and feminists who perpetuate this myth.
They mistakenly assume that the presence of female deities substantiates a
matriarchy. Although they represent a prominent element in the religious life of
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the pre-Christian period, it is erroneous to assume these female figurines
constitute proof of an early stage of matriarchy, and in fact the symbolism of these
images tells us nothing clear about male or female roles in the social organisation
of the Upper Palaeolithic and Neolithic cultures. Feminists accept a second error
by conjecturing that matrilineal societies are survivors of an era of matriarchy,
and finally the premise that matrilineality and matriarchy share some sort of
contiguity.  Anthropological studies examining traditional matrilineages
conclude that a woman's brother exercises the power and authority usually
reserved for fathers and husbands in patriarchal societies (Webster, 1975:145,
Binford, 1982:545). Binford summarises these arguments:

..the New Feminist Fundamentalism is based on assumptions that
cannot be supported; these include the notion of matriarchy as a stage
in cultural evolution, the equating of matrilineality with matriarchy,
the romanticising of "natural" birth control, and the assigning of
unitary significance to art forms that appear in widely differing
contexts. (Binford, 1982:547)

The problem of matriarchy is both definitional and conceptual. Current
texts commonly contrast matriarchy with patriarchy, which is defined in terms of
political power. Matriarchy presumes that women, rather then men, have
political dominance and presumably control men. To assume relations of sexual
asymmetry and political differentiation is to base assumptions upon western
experience of industrial capitalism, sexual stratification and class divisions
(Tiffany, 1982:145). Most contemporary historians of religion accept the
anthropological view that a stage of matriarchy never existed. Although most
feminist scholars today agree with the anthropological position, there remain a
few articulate feminist authors who continue to perpetuate the idea of an
original matriarchal era. An example of this genre is Starhawk's The Spiral
Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess. She writes about
an age of the "..rituals and knowledge of the ancient matricentric (mother
centred) times," (Starhawk, 1979b: 261). Again this presents a definitional
problem, as writers such as Starhawk are attempting to change the meaning of
matriarchy.

Concerns with female power are of consequence not only to feminist
scholars and anthropologists, but also to groups of women such as witches
wishing to restore a more balanced practice of female/male roles. For this reason,
most contemporary witches do not accept the matriarchy in the sense that
matriarchy displaces patriarchy. They want equality. As Jane states,
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I believe that the matriarchy meant that the central deity was a
Goddess, that the most important force in the earth that the people
recognised was that of fertility and the bringing again of life. The
Goddess as the deity did not, and does not, and I emphasise this
strongly, the Goddess does not say that women are better than men,
which is what the Christian God is saying.

Cathy also feels the same way,

I think a lot of feminist writers romanticise it beyond all belief. I don't
find it hard to believe in a matriarchy, but a matriarchy where it is not
defined as the reverse of patriarchy, but where women have
participating power, or equal power.

Although most contemporary witches qualify what a matriarchy is for them,
most accept a situation where women were revered, obtained positions of
esteem, and held equal power. However, a great deal of feminist romanticising is
associated with this alternative definition (Binford 1982). Cathy recognises these
thoughts:

But in terms of the romantic idea of the matriarchy, where we have
societies where women ruled and everything was lovey, dovey, and
there was no strife and no war. I think that is poppycock and
ridiculous.

The power of matriarchal ideas lies in its refutation of male dominance.
Matriarchy evokes the biological and social powers of women, as opposed to their
subordination and denigration. Redefined, the concept of matriarchy conveys
the potential for developing new relationships and institutions that value
women as people, who may also choose to be mothers. The matriarchy is
important to witches because it offers an alternative, especially to women who
are beginning the process to self-actualisation and autonomy. It conveys a source
of power, but as one witch (Cathy) states, "It is a frilly feminine power. There is
no Amazonian-type strength in it." Thus, although recognising the power of
women's mind and bodies is an initial and crucial step, feminists must be careful
to not fall into the trap of essentialising women into a type of matriarchal ideal.
Although the matriarchy was not a mirror image of patriarchy, it is wrong to
assume that it was also harmonious and spiritual, essentially implying an innate
moral superiority of women. Jenny states her objections,

I find it offensive when people say, 'Women are like this' or, 'Women
are nurturing and da da da.' I think it is important that I don't see
myself as part of womanness. It is just another thing they lay on you.

20
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I think women are different enough from each other to not be the
perfect society either.

Matriarchy however defined is, in many cases, the only vision witches have of an
alternative society in which women have power, or at least men do not (Webster,
1975:155). For many women (witches) this imagining holds political
consequences.

1.2.3 The Burning Times

One theory suggests that over the centuries, women continued to practise
the ancient religion of Old Europe. They practised it as counsellors, healers,
midwives, known as the wise women. Branded devil worshippers by the
Christian church, their history is now being reclaimed by a new generation of
women. Hard line fundamentalist Christians are particularly disapproving of
witchcraft. For them the word witch is synonymous with black magic, the occult
or Satanism. This preconception dates back to the Renaissance and Reformation,
and is continually perpetuated in contemporary society. Despite the
misconception this stereotype holds, contemporary witches feel drawn to the
history behind it, of the nameless women who burned at the stake for the 'crime’
of witchcraft. It is important to examine the historical construction of the witch
and its relevance for contemporary witches.

From the fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries, thousands of people in
Europe were burned. In most cases they were women. During this 300 year
period, between 200,000 (the most conservative estimate) and nine million (the
highest number quoted mainly in feminist texts) were executed (burned,
drowned, beheaded, strangled or hanged), on accusations of witchcraft. Eighty
five percent or more were women (Nachman, 1986:6). This was truly the
‘Women's Holocaust'.5 They took their stories with them and a way of life was
subsequently destroyed.

Christianity eventually became the dominant religion of Britain and
Europe from 600 A.D. As the authority of the Christian church spread through
Europe it absorbed the pagan rites. While intolerant of pagan beliefs, the
church's strategic advance was through the harnessing of powerful emotions

5 In 1585, two villages in the Bishopric of Trier, in Germany, were each left with only one female
inhabitant (Merchant, 1980:138).
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generated by pagan worship. The pagan Goddesses were turned into saints.
Cathedrals were built over pagan shrines. They offered no Goddess in return,
and in many cases the people demanded Mary be recognised.® Many heathen
festivals were added to the Christian calendar. For example, the Christian
festival of sacrifice and resurrection, Easter, takes its name from the Norse
goddess Eostre. She in turn was a northern derivative of the Phoenician Goddess
of fertility, Astarte, in whose honour rites were held every spring. Easter eggs
continue an age-old tradition in which the egg is a symbol of birth, and cakes
which were eaten to mark the Pagan festivals were the immediate precursors of
our hot-cross buns. Accordingly, Paganism and Christianity lived relatively
harmoniously until the fourteenth century.

The first thousand years of Christianity's existence were relatively peaceful,
and only the crime of heresy was punishable. The definition of witchcraft shifted
so that a new theological and legal conception of witchcraft emerged.
Recognising the seriousness of the crime of witchcraft, Pope Innocent VIII, in
1484, issued the famous 'Witch Bull', affirming witchcraft's reality and
authorising the use of the Holy Inquisition to prosecute it with full force
(Matalene, 1978). Two years later the Malleus Maleficarum (The Witch's
Hammer), possibly the best known of the Catholic ideologies on witchcraft, was
published. The importance of the Malleus Maleficarum cannot be over-
emphasised. Its enormous influence was practically guaranteed, owing not only
to its authoritative influence, but also to the mass distribution made possible by
the printing press (Anderson & Gordon, 1978:173). This violently anti-female
book contributed to a horrible, endless march of suffering, torture and human
disgrace inflicted on thousands of women.”

The Devil at this stage had been elevated to God's worthy opponent, a
position not previously held. The supposed natural sexual lust of women
provided one of the bases on which women were accused of witchcraft and they
were deemed to be insatiable, constantly engaging in sexual intercourse with the
Devil as confirmation of a pact. If sexuality was sinful, then women were the
greatest sinners of all. But no one did more damage to the church than

6 Within a hundred year period, over 500 Cathedrals were erected, all dedicated to Mary (The
Burning Times, 1990).

7 The Malleus Maleficarum was reprinted fourteen times before 1521, and another fifteen times after
1576. In addition, the book used the feminine form Maleficarum rather than the masculine
Maleficorum in its title (Merchant, 1980:138).
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midwives, for they eased the burden of labour, God's punishment to women for
Eve's sins. They interfered with God's will by helping women with
contraception, birth and abortion (Nachman, 1986:22). Anyone who had not
studied medicine was barred from practising, and as a prohibition for women
attending the University prevailed, a male-dominated medical profession
emerged. In its endeavours to establish exclusive rights to the treatment of
illness, the medical profession denounced many midwives and folkhealers as
witches (Anderson & Gordon, 1978:175).

More commonly, accusations of witchcraft stemmed from the need to
explain the economic, political and religious upheavals which occurred with
increasing intensity from the fifteenth century onwards. Many of those who
demanded reform were branded as witches, and the regions where the witch
burnings dominated were aroused by clashes between Catholics and Protestants.
The witch hunts were well organised campaigns and one accusation was all that
was required to set the formal proceedings in motion.8 The jailed accused was
tortured until she confessed, if it did not kill her. The majority confessed to the
inquisitors' questions and were forced to name other witches (Matalene,
1978:576). She was stripped of her clothing, and her hair shaved from both her
head and pubic regions.® She was brought out into the town square and had to
approach the inquisitor backwards so as not to give him the evil eye. The witch
hunts were also a source of revenue. Meticulous book-keeping required every
step to be costed, from torture to the cost of confiscating a woman's property
(Currie, 1974:200).

The burnings occurred many centuries ago, but the memories still linger
for witches and certain groups of society. As witches and their practices continue
to remain unacceptable to fundamentalist Christian groups in Western society,
they are forced to meet in small groups, in secluded places. Many do not publicly
acknowledge themselves as witches, for fear of reprisal. When asked by a
stranger if she was a witch, one woman (Miriam) replied, "The last time I said
'Yes', they burned me!" This simple statement typifies the feelings witches
experience. While not allowing their spirituality to be publicly acknowledged,
neither will they deny it.

8 Other forms of witch testing occurred. One such method was to dunk the accused witch in water.
If the body did not float, that is the accused drowned, he or she was judged to be innocent.

9 She was stripped so she could not hide spells in her clothing and her hair was shaved as it was
thought to contain the powers for braiding men's destiny.
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1.3 CONTEMPORARY WITCHCRAFT: AN ARCHAIC PAGAN
TRADITION?

1.3.1 The Mythical Survival

While modern Wicca/witchcraft has very little to do with the witchcraft of
the Middle Ages, many scholars have suggested that witchcraft is a religion that
dates back to Palaeolithic times, survived the burning times by retreating
underground, and was kept alive by families, only to resurface when the
witchcraft laws in England were repealed in 1951. This idea was popularised by
the strongly influential writings of Margaret Murray. In 1921 Murray published
The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, asserting that witchcraft had survived the
Inquisition and could "...be traced back to pre-Christian times and appears to be
the ancient religion of Western Europe," and, "...it was a definite religion with
beliefs, ritual and organisation as highly developed as that of any other cult in
the world," (Murray, 1921:12). This ancient religion, she argued, centred on a
deity which was incarnate in a man, a woman, or an animal. The feminine form
of the word is Diana, and "...is found throughout Western Europe as the name of
the female deity or leader of the so-called witches,” hence Murray called the
religion the Dianic Cult (Murray, 1921:12).

Although Murray's theories held sway for a period of time, most scholars
today view her work as filled with errors. Since Murray there have been
numerous other sources of the revival myth. Many mention Gerald Gardner as
the father of witchcraft. An amateur anthropologist and folklorist, Gardner spent
much of his life in the Eastern Asia. Gardner argues that he was initiated into an
authentic surviving coven from ancient times (cited in Adler, 1986:62).
Concerned for its survival, Gardner published many books on witchcraft and its
rituals. Scholars and witches alike have written Gardner off as a fraud. Despite
this and other criticisms, elements of the myth of Wicca can be found in most
introductory texts of the modern craft. For example, Starhawk states, "Some
covens follow practices that have been handed down in an unbroken line since
before the Burning Times," (Starhawk, 1979a:25). Until a decade ago, the Wiccan
community took almost all foundations of the myth literally. Few do so today,
which in itself is a lesson in the flexibility of the revival. By attempting to
reconcile this controversy with the idea of Wicca as a serious spiritual movement
many scholars, writers and the media have dismissed the Craft as 'silly' or
‘fraudulent’, subsequently forcing Neo-Pagans and Wiccans to reassess who they
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really are and the fundamental principles of Paganism. Today most revivalist
witches in North America accept the universal Old Religion more as a metaphor
than a literal reality, a spiritual truth more than a historical one (Adler, 1986:86).

1.3.2 Contemporary Witchcraft in New Zealand

As more and more of the Wicca saw that there was no such thing as a
totally unbroken or uncontaminated tradition, they reassessed the meaning of
their movement. Few witches connect with the witchcraft practised in the
Middle Ages, and prefer to look further back to the ancient Greeks, the Celts and
even the Egyptians. In New Zealand, witchcraft is largely a feminist
phenomenon, with a very strong lesbian tradition (Ansley, 1985). The reasons
for this growth are unclear, and I can only speculate that Pagan practices which
admit both men and women have proved less desirable to develop for both
women and men alike. These ideas are discussed further when male
involvement is examined in section 5.3. Wisewitch's (1987) thesis on Women's
Spirituality estimated there were less than fifty such groups in New Zealand, and
no more than a few thousand practitioners. At least sixteen women's ritual
groups are known to operate in Auckland and Christchurch (Cropp, 1990). My
own research indicates that there are currently three covens in Dunedin and one
in Waikouaiti, and many more women preferring to practise solo rituals.

Wiccan is a relatively recent development in New Zealand, probably no
more than fifteen years old, but is fast gaining ground. Dann's (1985) historical
account of the women's movement in New Zealand first notes a spirituality
group as early as 1979 in Christchurch. Among Christchurch covens listed in
Wisewitch's thesis, the Slothwomen are the oldest, formed on Hallowmas 1981
(the witches' Halloween celebrated on April 30) and still currently active. The
remaining four began stirring in the mid-1980s (Wisewitch, 1987:108). Groups in
Auckland have likely been active for just as long. No official network exists,
apart from such occasions as open rituals at summer and winter solstices, or
organised courses and seminars.l0 Ritual groups often form from various
courses and open rituals and their main connection appears to be through
various newsletters or magazines. The Women's Spirituality Newsletter, begun
by Lea Holford in 1987, is produced on the basis of shared responsibility.

10 Noreen Penny, a politically active witch held a day seminar on August 30, 1992, entitled The
Goddess Remembered, in an attempt to bring Christchurch groups into closer contact.
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Womanscript, a Christchurch based magazine, reserves a page, ‘Ritualspace’, for
a ritual group network. Unfortunately, issue seven (1992) was the last to be
produced.

I speculate that it would improbable for a New Zealand witch to identify
with the traditionalist craft or even the craft of the Middle Ages. Instead, many
turn to literature on the Ancient Goddess Religion and adapt it to their rituals.
Much of the folklore, symbols and herbs from American texts bear no direct
relevance to New Zealand rituals. Only one handbook on New Zealand ritual
making exists, Juliet Batten's Power From Within: A Feminist Guide to Ritual
Making, which was designed for witches who prefer to use native fauna and flora
and celebrate the seasons and symbols of the southern year. She is presently
writing a new book which focuses on seasonal rituals.

New Zealand witchcraft is based largely upon the already established and
sanctioned religion of the United States of America. Two such officially
sanctioned churches exist; Starhawk's Covenant of the Goddess is common to all
spheres of modern feminist witchcraft. Starhawk's coven admits both men and
women, under the assumption that a patriarchal God is oppressing to both men
and women. Zsuzsanna Budapest founded a legal church and designating it the
Dianic Sisterhood of the Wicca, after Diana, the Roman moon Goddess. Within
this following, there is no room for men or a male God. Here in New Zealand
groups apply this latter tradition, but a separate women's religion may be
transitional (Ansley, 1985). Thus although New Zealand witchcraft has been
strongly influenced by American traditions and was probably imported from both
the United States or England, it is not solely an import, nor is it part of an
indigenous culture. Rather, it has emerged out of these elements and the unique
conditions of New Zealand.

1.4 SUMMARY

Defining the characteristics of a witch and witchcraft is extremely
contentious and complex, and leads me to question the desirability of such a
definition. The practice of witchcraft must originate with self-labelling. The
problem remains as to when and under what conditions women identify
themselves as witches. The process of self-identification is discussed further in
chapter three. New Zealand witchcraft is evolving into an established practice
that varies from the Wiccan customs observed in America and England, where
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both feminist and lesbian influences, and the conditions restricted to the
environment of New Zealand have impressed upon the development of a
unique tradition. Despite creating their own conventions, New Zealand witches
share a strong heritage with witches from other Western societies through the
images of history, the use of Pagan rituals and the indiscriminate borrowing of
myths and Goddesses from other cultures.

To conclude, a witch considers herself to be a cluster of images. Acceptance
of the ancient religion of pre-Christian Europe furnishes witches with a vision of
a matriarchy however they wish to perceive or define it and provides them with
a grounding in female sacrality and mythology. Whether or not modern
witchcraft is a survivor of both the ancient religion and the burnings remains a
myth and its authenticity holds little relevance for New Zealand witches. Instead
they understand the archetypal witch of the Middle-Ages as an image of the
present and past, just as the burnings offer a metaphor of women's own
oppression. A new generation of women are appropriating the chaotic imagery,
which has a heritage of over 30,000 years, so that they might be empowered.
Adler's conclusions indicate the extent to which witches have appropriated their
chaotic images for modern ends as follows:

All that follows - the distinctions, the definitions, the history and the
theory of the modern Craft - means nothing unless the powerful and
emotional content that hides as a source behind the various
contemporary forms is respected. This content lies in the mind. There
is something connected with the word witch that is atemporal,
primordial, prehistoric (in feeling, whether or not in fact), something
perhaps "older than the human race itself.” The story of the revival of
Wicca is - whatever else it may be - the story of people who are
searching among powerful archaic images of nature, of life and death,
of creation and destruction. Modern Wiccans are using these images
to change their relationship to the world. The search for these images,
and the use of them, must be seen as valid, no matter how limited and
impoverished the outer forms of the Wiccan revival sometimes
appear, and no matter how misreported this revival is in the press.
(Adler, 1986:44-45)
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CHAPTER TWO

Components of Witchcraft: Ritual, the Goddess
and Magic

2.0 INTRODUCTION:

1 MAY 1992, WAITATI

The night is enchanted, still and clear, the only sound coming from
the crackling fire in the cauldron. We meet under a large tree to
celebrate Hallows, the Witches’ New Year. The candles flicker on the
altar, the moon peers through the treetops and shines on the circle.
We huddle closer for warmth. At one point, we all take hands,
consecrating the circle with salt. In honour of Hecate the Crone, this
group of women call on the guardians to watch over them. The coven
members have remembered their ancestors. A black candle is lit,
symbolising their abolition of fears and worries from the past cycle,
while lighting a white candle symbolising their dreams and hopes.
Someone begins a low humming, a deep vibration barely heard. We
weave our way around the fire and altar grasping each others’ hands.
We are chanting, interweaving wvoices and melodies, and the energy
grows with each cycle. The energy spirals, pulsates, faster and faster as
it narrows towards the top. “Now”, a voice cries out. All fall silent
and collapse, limp dolls sprawled on the ground. The energy they
have created is channelled into a hope or aspiration. Slowly, we pick
ourselves up from the ground. Thanking the Goddess for being with
us, we hug each other. We make our way inside to eat and drink what
each of us has brought.

Ritual performance is meticulously detailed in any of the 'Craft' texts that
line book seller shelves, that include easy to follow steps for the Wiccan novice.
Despite grappling my way through these ritual guides, it was not until I attended
my first ritual that an understanding dawned on me, as to why women are
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attracted to witchcraft and feminist ritual. The text could not and did give any
description of the emotional content of a ritual. As Adler explains,

Sadly, it is only poets and artists who can make religious experiences
come alive in telling about them. Most description of mystical
experiences are monotonous and banal - unlike the experiences
themselves. (Adler, 1986:43)

This chapter details the three major components of feminist ritual making: the
rituals themselves; the Goddess as a central symbol and deity; and magical
practices. A brief description of the ritual structure is given, although most
'Craft' texts delve out greater detail for the ritualist than this chapter does. Much
of the description comes from journal notes, and is presented in an anecdotal
way. The main reason I had problems visualising the process of ritual was
because of the lack of illustration beyond written descriptive documentation. I
felt it was important to give visual information, and a number of the
photographs presented in this thesis are of actual rituals performed by the coven
in which I participated.

It becomes evident after analysing the ritual structure that feminist rituals
are flexible to the extent that no two rituals will ever be identical. Symbolism
provides the flexibility from doctrine or dogma by relying on the beliefs of the
individual woman. When offering an explanation for the presence of feminist
rituals functionalist theories reduce them to an effect of the feminist, peace and
ecological movement. Although theorising in this manner has some validity, it
is not an entirely adequate explanation for the re-emergence of witchcraft. It fails
to explain both the emotional and psychological content of ritual, and the
various levels of intentionality that exist in ritual.

The Goddess is another constituent of witchcraft. Definitions of the
Goddess reflect the diversity of practising women. Christ (1979) provides an
analytical framework by separating the meaning of the Goddess into four
categories. While the Goddess provides a psychological and social model for
women, there are theoretical problems with using her as a symbol for women
simply because she is female. Finally, magical practices play an important role in
feminist ritual, by providing witches with a formal tool for gaining their own
desires. Magic means different things for different women, and can be analysed
at a definitional level. While not seeking to prove or disprove the reality of
magic, this thesis examines the compelling nature of magic, and investigates the
reasons why witches find it so persuasive.
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21 THE RITUAL PRACTICE OF WITCHES
2.1.1 Description

Any 'Craft' text the curious beginner reads will likely follow a common
format (Starhawk, 1979a, Batten, 1988, Stein, 1990). Providing the reader with a
brief history of Witchcraft, similar to the description given in section 1.2, the
more feminist authors introduce the reader to the Goddess after berating
patriarchal Christian religions for negating women's spiritual experience. All
these authors stress the flexibility of ritual that must centre on an individual's
experience. Like a lot of beginners, I read these texts, but found if difficult to
understand where the the next step lay. Fortunately for me and the majority of
inquisitive women in general, courses on women's rituals are organised in most
of the large cities.

Since 1984, Lea Holford has been organising and offering courses on
Goddess imagery at the Auckland University for Continuing Education
(McLaren, 1988:40). Pakeha women, heterosexual and lesbian alike, crowd classes
in women's spirituality, which are advancing from city to suburb in the main
centres, and becoming visibly noticeable in other areas. The Dunedin Workers'
Education Association 1992 programme included a course entitled, Women's
Rituals: Creating the Space, Invoking the Energy, Channelling the Power. The
popularity of the course in Dunedin compelled Janet Melbourne, the initiator
and leader of the workshop, to incorporate an extra course into her already busy
schedule. The Otago Polytechnic is offering its first course on Women's
Spirituality in September of this year. The latest Women’s Spirituality
Newsletter (Winter Solstice 1993, issue no 33) contains many notices announcing
future courses in the Auckland area. These courses, without question, introduce
women to the craft of witches.

My first experience of a ritual was to enter a half lit room with twelve
other strangers. Apologising for my lateness, I quickly took off my shoes and
joined the circle of unknown women. The circle, we were told, is an important
women's symbol, and by using it, no woman is placed in front of or behind
another. In the centre, I instantly recognised from my research, was an altar, but
without the perceived imagery I had carried uncomfortably in my head. The
word ‘altar' is invariably and unfortunately associated with another: 'sacrifice'.
Most women start doing ritual by creating an altar which is firstly designed as a
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thing of beauty, embodying objects of personal meaning to the woman who
designs it.

Despite the emphasis on creativity, a ritual altar contains articles laid there
for definite and deliberate symbolism. Basic symbolism in ritual commence with
the four elements, air, earth, water and fire, and the spirit. In directions, the fire
corresponds to the north, air to the east, earth to the south, water to the west, and
spirit in the centre. Symbolism can take any form. For example, fire may be
represented by a candle, a Bic lighter, or a bonfire. On the other hand, the
symbolism extends to include the colours red, crimson, orange, gold and yellow,
various fire goddesses, crystals, and emotions such as passion, will, anger, and
destruction. The season associated with fire is summer, and all its products.
Other associations include energy, blood, healing, purification, the sun, deserts
and volcanoes. There is no rigidity in Wiccan symbolism, and each woman is
encouraged to find one which she understands and feels comfortable using.
Many women maintain a personal altar in their homes, and the common
practice for group rituals is for each woman to bring symbols and objects to
contribute to the ritual altar. Figure 2.1 is an illustration of the altar, as it
corresponds to the four directions. The celebration is the Autumn Equinox, a
time of balance. Hence the scales are placed on the altar as a centrepiece, and
various autumn plants, seeds and nuts decorate the altar cloth.
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Figure 2.1 Autumn Equinox, March 20-23
(courtesy of Juliet Batten)

Light and dark are balanced, and about to tip towards the dark. Time to give thanks for the
harvest and prepare for the dark times.
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The altar and its accompanying symbolism can be very elaborate, or created
spontaneously. An example of this spontaneity developed at a Christchurch
seminar, organised by an outspoken witch, Noreen Penny. The women
involved were given approximately twenty minutes to reflect on and contribute
to the ritual. My personal recollections centre on the ease and simplicity with
which the ritual unfolded. A Goddess figure built out of snow became the ritual
centrepiece. A branch of early flowering blossom was used to purify the circle.
Three stones were gathered from outdoors, and during the ritual were placed
into the hands of each woman to represent three wishes for the coming month.
Finally to symbolise change, some grape juice was poured over the snow Goddess
and she turned a brilliant shade of crimson.

Witches interpret symbols as personal signs of their unconscious thoughts
and individual beliefs and experiences. By acknowledging these symbols in ritual
and other everyday aspects of their lives, each woman is bringing them into her
consciousness. In Lea Holford's handout for a University of Auckland's
Continuing Education programme on Goddess imagery, she states,

Symbols help to amplify aspects of life too complex to be limited to
verbal expression and also serve to take us to deeper levels of
experience and meaning,. (Holford, 1984:2)

These thoughts are similarly expressed by women interviewed for this thesis.
Jane suggests that a symbol is "...a key to another realm and each person has
different symbols." Renee has similar ideas: "Symbols are similar to ritual. Itis a
kind of way in. It is a focus and a material object that leads you to something
else." Felicity states,

They [symbols] are just a face of something and behind it there are
many other things. People can interpret them any way they wish. It
has opened up a channel. You see the same things, but you see them
in a different way.

See figures 2.2 and 2.3 for the use of different symbols for various rituals. Note
the greenery and red candles used in the Winter Solstice celebration, which
equates to the Northern hemisphere Christian Christmas celebrations.
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Figure 2.2 Group Bonding Ritual, April 15 (1992).
The first ritual for the group formed after the Workers' Education Association course.

Figure 2.3 Yule (Winter Solstice), June 20-23 (1992).
The longest night, the darkest time and the turning point for the birth of the returning light.
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There are some essentials that are practised during rituals.!l Most
important, ritual has to feel right for the individual or group, and thus is
extremely flexible. As a general ru