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Contemporary Paganism
Manon Hedenborg-White

The time is just ripe for a natural religion. People like rites 
and ceremonies, and they are tired of hypothetical gods. Insist 
on the real benefits of the sun, the Mother-Force, the Father-
Force and so on; and show that by celebrating these benefits 
worthily the worshippers united themselves even more fully 
with the current of life. Let the religion be Joy, but with a 
worthy and dignified sorrow in death itself, and treat death as 
an ordeal, an initiation. . . . In short be the founder of a new 

and greater Pagan cult.

aleister crowleyi

in 1914, british occultist Aleister Crowley (1875–1947) envisioned the rise 
of a world-affirming spirituality celebrating the primal powers of nature and 
sexuality. His words could be said to foreshadow events of the mid-twentieth 
century, when British civil servant Gerald Gardner (1884–1964) published 
several books that allegedly contained some of the secrets of a witches’ coven 
practicing an ancient form of pagan witchcraft. Regardless of the truthfulness 
of these claims, Wicca, as Gardner’s religion eventually came to be called, 
soon blossomed into a vital religious movement and has been greatly influen-
tial in inspiring the diverse and vibrant phenomenon known as contemporary 
Paganism (spelt with a capital P to distinguish it from ancient paganism), 
which today counts hundreds of thousands of adherents worldwide.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of contemporary 
Paganism. It will begin by discussing definitions of Paganism and some of its 
essential characteristics, and proceed to highlight some of the cultural trends 
that inspired the Pagan revival. Subsequently, a brief account of some of the 
main Pagan traditions will be provided, followed by a short exposition of Pa-
ganism after its exportation to the United States and a discussion of some of 
the most common beliefs and practices among Pagans. The final part of the 
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chapter will be devoted to some of the controversies that have affected the 
Pagan movement, as well as analyses of Pagan views on gender and sexuality.

Definitions and Demarcations
While historically it has often been used as a derogatory label, the word “Pa-
ganism” (or Neopaganism) is today used to describe a group of revivalistic 
religious traditions, which include Wicca (mentioned above) and other witch-
craft traditions, Druidry, Heathenry (also known as Asatrú ), and various other 
traditions that attempt to reconstruct ancient Egyptian, Greek, Latvian, Celtic, 
or other traditions.2

This chapter will treat Paganism as a distinct albeit multifaceted group of 
religions, fundamentally different from both ancient pre-Christian religions 
and the various indigenous polytheistic religions that exist across the globe 
today. While drawing on ancient images for inspiration, I maintain that con-
temporary Paganism is, as some scholars have claimed, a reaction to the 
“crisis of modernity,” rejecting the notion of rationality and scientific and tech-
nological progress as keys to the salvation of humanity. Contemporary Pagan-
ism is characterized by romanticized notions of the past as a time when people 
lived in harmony with the earth, and posits an enchanted worldview as an al-
ternative to both the concept of a dead god as well as a transcendent, omnipo-
tent god who is wholly apart from humanity.

Although in some senses rejecting modernity, Paganism also embraces 
some clearly modern elements such as an emphasis on individual freedom, 
the use of information technology, and ecological activism. Many Pagan tradi-
tions emphasize inner divinity, often expressed in the language of modern 
psychological theories. Finally, many forms of contemporary Paganism in-
volve an element of feminist critique of patriarchy and the religions that have 
supported it that clearly sets it apart from its ancient predecessors as well as 
contemporary indigenous traditions.

While academic definitions of Paganism vary, the writings of a number 
of leading scholars in the field of Pagan Studies converge on some points: 
the idea of divinity as wholly or partly immanent in the natural world 
 (pantheism/panentheism), sometimes manifested in a number of deities 
(polytheism), and, as noted above, a romanticized understanding of nature 
(see, e.g., Hutton 1999; Luhrmann 1994; Pearson 2002; Berger 1999; York 
2003). While a definition of Paganism as a religious phenomenon character-
ized by polytheism, a sense of immanent divinity, and veneration of nature 
does not preclude application to non-Western religions per se, the term is 
generally applied to a strand of genealogically related Western traditions 
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born out of a specific set of cultural trends, and which began to emerge in the 
mid-twentieth century.

A different understanding is provided by religious studies scholar Michael 
York, who defines Paganism as: “an affirmation of interactive and polymor-
phic sacred relationship by individual or community with the tangible, sen-
tient, and nonempirical” (York 2003: 157). York contends that the set of 
 religions to which the term “Paganism” is usually applied are only one subcat-
egory of a global class of essentially very similar religions and argues the case 
for Paganism as a world religion also comprising indigenous traditions across 
the globe such as Shintoism, American indigenous religions, and African 
tribal religions, as well as various Afro-Caribbean syncretistic religions and 
ancient paganisms. York’s ideas are partly a response to criticisms of contem-
porary Paganism which hold that the latter is not “a serious religion.” York 
dismisses such claims by attempting to prove that Paganism is a global phe-
nomenon that provides meaning and existential guidance to humans all over 
the world and has done so since the dawn of time (York 2003).

While York’s wish to treat contemporary Paganism as a serious religion is, 
of course, admirable, his analysis is problematic. First, it is debatable whether 
widening the category of Paganism to the point of unrecognizability so that it 
includes an extremely diverse range of religions with widely varying cultural, 
historical, and political backgrounds is really helpful to scholars attempting to 
understand them. Second, the many scholars working inside the academic 
field of Pagan Studies are surely proof enough that Paganism can be treated 
as a serious religion without constructing a universalist and somewhat Euro-
centric definition that overlooks the significant differences between ancient 
paganisms, contemporary polytheistic and/or animistic religions worldwide, 
and contemporary Western Paganism. Third, imposing the category of 
“Pagans” on people who would not use it themselves is troubling, given the 
history of the term as a derogatory label used to denote the indigenous reli-
gions of colonized people. Fourth, York’s definition fails to comprehend what 
sets contemporary (Western) Paganism apart, that is, its essence as a distinctly 
modern religion born from modern needs that draws on cultural trends and 
historical currents specific to Western society.

Denominations
Much like the great majority of world religions, contemporary Paganism is an 
umbrella term comprising several different traditions which lack organiza-
tional or doctrinal coherence. Paganism can thus not be treated as a homoge-
neous religion. In the following passages, brief overviews of some of the main 
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Pagan denominations—Wicca and witchcraft, Druidry, and Heathenry—will 
be provided.

Wicca and Witchcraft

Originally, the terms “Paganism” and “Wicca” were used almost interchange-
ably in England. All presidents of the Pagan Federation were Wiccan until 
1997, and the organization’s magazine, today called Pagan Dawn, was titled 
The Wiccan up until 1994. However, the election of a non-Wiccan Pagan Fed-
eration president in 1997, and the name-change of the organization’s publica-
tion from The Wiccan to Pagan Dawn in 1996 have contributed to the image 
of Paganism and Wicca as interrelated yet distinct phenomena (Pearson 
2002: 39).

Historically, Wicca refers to the duotheistic mystery tradition popularized 
by Gerald Gardner, who claimed to have been initiated into a coven of witches 
in the New Forest area of England, sometime during the 1930s. According to 
Gardner, the woman who allegedly initiated him, “Old Dorothy,” was part of a 
secret lineage of witches that dated back centuries and had survived the spread 
of Christianity. In the late 1940s and 1950s, Gardner published several works 
detailing what he claimed to have learned from the New Forest coven. Most 
serious scholars agree that it is highly unlikely that Gardner’s version of the 
story is true, as there is no evidence for an ancient Pagan witch cult that sur-
vived the spread of Christianity (Hutton 1999).

Traditionally, Wiccans revere the divine in the form of one Great Goddess 
and her son-consort, the Horned God, and work together in autonomous 
groups called covens, which traditionally consist of thirteen people. Covens 
are customarily led by a High Priestess and/or a High Priest and have three 
initiatory grades, which reflect the level of a person’s skill and experience. 
Wiccan covens engage in different types of ritual work together, such as cele-
brations of the eight seasonal sabbats (see below), esbats, initiations, and rites 
of passage (Pearson 2002).

Gardnerian Wicca is not the only modern Pagan witchcraft tradition in 
existence. While a variety of branches worthy of exploration exists, most of 
these exceed the scope of this chapter and only two of the most well-known 
will be mentioned. In the 1960s, Alex Sanders (1926–1988) founded what 
came to be called the Alexandrian tradition, which resembles Gardnerian 
witchcraft, but with a stronger emphasis on ceremonial magic. Another 
 tradition that appears to have originated around the same time is that of 
Robert Cochrane (1931–1966), who claimed to be descended from a family of 
witches and created a brand of the craft. While in some respects Cochranian 
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witchcraft resembles the Gardnerian tradition, its exact origins are uncertain 
(Hutton 1999).

While historically Wicca denotes a specific type of Pagan witchcraft, the 
term is increasingly used to describe a number of different phenomena. Many 
who have not been initiated into a Wiccan tradition but practice Pagan witch-
craft choose to refer to themselves as Wiccans rather than witches, and soli-
tary practitioners who self-style themselves Wiccans account for at least half 
the total number of Pagan witches (Pearson 2002: 42–43; Berger 1999: 167).

As Wicca was exported to the United States, it fused with the women’s 
spirituality movement, creating what may be called feminist witchcraft or god-
dess spirituality. Goddess spirituality has an ambivalent position in relation to 
Paganism; while many practitioners venerate pre-Christian deities like other 
Pagans, feminist witchcraft covens are often open to women only, and tend to 
focus exclusively on the female aspect of divinity. For this reason, some Wic-
cans and scholars are adverse to the inclusion of goddess spirituality under 
the term “Paganism” (Rountree 2004: 8; Davy 2007: 7; Pearson 2002: 36–37). 
However, whether the veneration of both male and female deities is actually 
an essential characteristic of Paganism or rather a normative idea shared by 
certain scholars and practitioners is a topic worthy of discussion.

Druidry

Like Paganism, Druidry is an umbrella term: many Druid orders are Chris-
tian, others Pagan, while yet others are eclectic and mix elements of both 
Pagan and Christian traditions. Although druids existed as a priestly class in 
Celtic society, the modern Druidic movement originated in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries during the Romantic revival. Whereas previously 
the ancient druids had been viewed as anti-Christian barbarians, Romantic 
literature began to portray them as noble, wise men living in harmony with 
the land. This resulted in the formation of the first Druid orders in the eigh-
teenth century, though these were not Pagan in orientation. In the second half 
of the twentieth century, renewed interest in Celtic spirituality and recon-
struction eventually resulted in the first Pagan Druid orders, such as the 
Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids by Ross Nicholls in 1964 (Butler 2005: 
97–101; Shallcrass 1996).

While the image of ancient druidry is an important source of identity for 
contemporary Druids, Druidry as practiced today is a modern movement. An-
cient druids’ veneration of nature must be understood in the context of a time 
when people were dependent on nature for survival, while the romanticized 
view of nature that contemporary Druids (as many other Pagan traditions) 
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exhibit is largely a product of the modern, urbanized world. The notion of 
healing the environment and protecting sacred sites against exploitation, an 
activity in which many Druids engage, is a response to modern issues with 
which ancient Druids did not need to deal (Butler 2005: 96).

As may be surmised from the fact that many Druid orders are Christian in 
orientation, there is no universal Druidic theology. Druids generally observe 
the same festivals as Wiccans: the so-called fire festivals of Samhain, Imbolc, 
Beltaine, and Lughnasadh, as well as the solstices and equinoxes. Druidry can 
also incorporate elements of non-Celtic origin. Native American customs 
such as the sweat lodge, shamanic practices like dancing, chanting, and drum-
ming, and meditation techniques derived from Hinduism, Buddhism, or 
Western magical orders such as the Golden Dawn are all examples of non-
traditional practices in which some Pagan Druids engage (Shallcrass 1996).

Heathenry

Heathenry (also referred to variously Asatrú, Odinism, Northern Tradition, 
etc.) is a name used for a religion (or group of religions) focused on Scandina-
vian or Germanic reconstructions. Heathens study literature and folklore, es-
pecially the Icelandic Eddas and Sagas, in order to gain an understanding of 
the religious beliefs and customs of pre-Christian Northern Europe.

The first attempt to revive Northern European Pagan mythology took place 
during the Romantic period as part of a general fascination with indigenous 
cultural heritage. During the Second World War, elements of Germanic and 
Norse mythology were selectively adopted in Third Reich propaganda, lend-
ing a somewhat suspect image to the tradition in large parts of Europe for 
decades afterwards. However, a third revival took place in the 1970s, partly as 
a result of research and archaeological findings (Blain 2005: 192). While Hea-
thens often practice their religion as solitaires or in small groups (known as 
kindreds or hearths), there are a number of national and international organi-
zations such as the Ring of Troth, the Odinic Rite, and the Asatrú Alliance 
(Harvey 1997).

Heathens are polytheists, venerating deities such as Thor, Tyr, Odhinn, 
Freyja, Freyj, and Frigg. They are generally more inclined than other types of 
Pagans to insist on the independent existence of deities. Many Heathens also 
believe in the existence of various types of land-wights and ancestral spirits, 
and believe that deities and spirits can be communicated with directly. Most 
believe in the efficacy of magic and techniques to achieve altered states of 
consciousness, although not all Heathens engage in these practices (Davy 
2007: 159–160; Harvey 1997: 67–68; Blain 2005: 187).
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Some Heathens practice Shamanic magic, so-called seidr, involving tech-
niques to achieve altered states of consciousness. Practitioners can engage 
in seidr for a variety of reasons such as divination, healing, communicating 
with spirits or deities, or building relationships with the land or the super-
natural realm. Other Heathen ritual practices include the blot, when offer-
ings are made to deities or spirits, and sumbel, a ritual of toasting. A blot 
can be very simple, such as the act of putting aside some of one’s food for a 
supernatural entity, or more elaborate, as some group rituals devised by 
Heathens that can involve poems or readings, consecration of space, invit-
ing deities and wights to participate, and raising energy to accomplish the 
wishes of the group. Sumbel may constitute part of a blot when the practi-
tioners share a simple toast, but can also be a ritual in itself (Blain 2005: 
190–200).

History
As noted above, Paganism is a distinctly modern phenomenon that re-
sponds to particularly modern needs. However, modern Paganism did not 
come into existence fully formed in the 1940s and 1950s. British historian 
Ronald Hutton traces the ideological origins of the Pagan revival to the Ro-
mantic poets of the eighteenth and nineteenth century such as Keats, Shel-
ley, and others who reacted to industrialization and general disillusionment 
by idealizing ancient Greek culture and religion, onto which they projected 
the values they felt were lacking in modern society such as sensibility, en-
chantment, and closeness to nature. Ancient paganism was perceived as the 
embodiment of wisdom and free spirituality. Discontent with urbanization 
resulted in an enthusiastic celebration of rural Britain, drawing on ancient 
images. One of the most prominent of these was the Greek nature god Pan, 
while another was Gaia—another Greek image, the female spirit of the 
earth itself. This romanticized and poetic vision of rural England thus came 
to emphasize a horned god and a great goddess of nature (Hutton 1999; 
Pearson 2002).

Another figure who has had tremendous importance for the Pagan revival 
is British Egyptologist Margaret Murray (1863–1963), who claimed that there 
had existed an ancient, Goddess-oriented form of witchcraft before the Chris-
tianization of Europe, which was later demonized and persecuted by the 
church. While Murray has been largely discredited in recent decades, her 
books were widely read and her ideas had a strong influence on the emer-
gence of the Pagan movement. In a similar vein, Gardner claimed that his 
Wicca was a continuation of a witch cult that had survived in secret for 
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 centuries, and which was ultimately derived from a presumably matriarchal, 
pre-Christian society (Hutton 1999: 194–201, 224–225).

Paganism also owes much to the Western esoteric tradition, which can be 
traced back to Hellenistic Egypt. After the seventeenth century and onward, 
esoteric traditions became increasingly associated with initiatory orders such 
as the Freemasons, Rosicrucians, the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, 
and the Ordo Templi Orientis. Ceremonial magic remained mostly within a 
Christian paradigm until the mid-nineteenth century, but from then on an-
cient pagan deities were increasingly invoked in rituals. Gardner read widely 
on different strands of occultism. He met Aleister Crowley and was deeply 
impressed by the latter during a period of his life, borrowing heavily from 
Crowley and his Ordo Templi Orientis when compiling what would later 
become his Book of Shadows. Much of Crowley’s direct influence was later re-
duced in a revised version of the Book of Shadows written by Gardner and 
Doreen Valiente, an initiate and High Priestess of the former who would sub-
sequently become tremendously influential in shaping contemporary Pagan-
ism (Hutton 1999, 2013).

Wicca was introduced in the United States in the 1960s by Raymond 
Buckland (b. 1934), and the writings of authors such as Gardner and Murray 
helped spread the interest in Pagan witchcraft during the height of the sexual 
revolution and the advent of the second wave of feminism. In the United 
States, Pagan witchcraft grew rapidly and assumed a particular, American 
flavor, merging partly with the women’s spirituality movement to create a less 
hierarchical and more political brand of Paganism (Pearson 2002: 36; Berger 
1999: 12; Hutton 1999: 341). One of the most prominent figures in the cre-
ation of this new and overtly feminist brand of witchcraft was Hungarian refu-
gee Zsuzsanna Budapest. Inspired by radical feminism and the works of 
Charles Leland and Gerald Gardner, Budapest established a coven and 
founded her own branch of feminist separatist witchcraft that came to be 
known as “Dianic” (Hutton 1999: 340–344).

While Budapest drew largely on Wiccan ritual structure in creating her 
tradition, it differed from earlier forms of Wicca, which emphasize gender 
polarity and admit both men and women. The gap between Budapest’s femi-
nist aspirations and the gender-inclusive witchcraft of the Wiccan traditions 
was bridged by Miriam Simos, alias Starhawk. Her most famous book The 
Spiral Dance was first published in 1979 and has largely replaced Gardner’s 
Witchcraft Today as the universal introductory text among aspiring Wiccans. 
In Starhawk’s interpretation, the coven is a forum for women’s empowerment 
and the reinterpretation of both male and female gender roles (Hutton 1999: 
345–346).
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Beliefs and Practices
Presenting a concise summary of Pagan beliefs and practices is somewhat 
problematic. First, Paganism has no universally accepted revelatory text, and 
Pagan customs vary across traditions and from one practitioner to another. 
Second, defining Paganism by listing a number of beliefs and practices that 
supposedly constitute the essence of Paganism and checking traditions 
against it may produce normative constructions of what one may think Pagan-
ism ought to be (see above), rather than what it is (Davidsen 2012: 187).3 None-
theless, there seems to be general agreement among many scholars regarding 
a few basic tenets of Pagan belief and practice. For instance, most Pagans 
engage in one or several of the following: seasonal rituals; rituals of operative 
magic; rites of passage to mark transitions in life; and initiatory rituals.

Pagans reject the Abrahamic-monotheist model of divinity and do not be-
lieve in one omnipotent, omniscient, and transcendent male deity. Most 
Pagans are polytheistic and venerate both gods and goddesses. While some 
view deities as independent divine entities, others choose to believe that all 
gods and goddesses are ultimately manifestations of one God and one God-
dess, or a supreme and genderless divine reality.

Pagans envision divinity as immanent, meaning that the divine dwells in 
the natural world rather than outside it. Some take a pantheist (the belief that 
the natural world is the divine) or panentheist (the belief that divinity contains 
the natural world but also extends beyond it) view of the cosmos. A general 
theme in contemporary Paganism is thus that divinity can be experienced di-
rectly through the material universe. Many Pagan traditions have a romantic 
view of nature and sacralize the natural year and changing of the seasons 
through the celebration of solstices, equinoxes, harvests, lunar phases, and so 
on (Davy 2007; Berger 1999; Pearson 2002).

Another important part of many Pagan worldviews is the belief in magic 
and the efficacy of spells or rituals (Davy 2007: 13–14; Hutton 1999: 390). 
Hutton argues that the abolishment of the normative distinction between re-
ligion and magic, which treats the latter as a primitive predecessor of the 
former, is in fact integral to contemporary Paganism. The prevalence of belief 
in magic among contemporary Pagans does not mean that Pagans reject sci-
ence or the notion of instrumental causality, but rather the notion that some 
mechanisms in the universe have yet to be explained by scientists (Hutton 
1999: 390–392).

Interpretations of the efficacy of magic differ between Pagans and are 
often ambivalent and complex. Many witches claim that performing a ritual 
has a therapeutic benefit in itself and provides the opportunity to confront 
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psychological issues. There is therefore an aspect of magic that functions as 
therapy or placebo. At the same time, many witches also insist that magic can 
be literally effective, although most would agree that it is an inexact method 
that operates through probabilities rather than inevitabilities (Hutton 1999: 
395–396).

Esotericism scholar Wouter J. Hanegraaff has noted that “sacralisation of 
psychology” and “psychologisation of the sacred” are very common trends in 
modern forms of Western esotericism; the individual psyche becomes in-
creasingly conflated with the divine in esoteric discourse, and divine beings 
are increasingly envisioned as aspects of the magician’s mind (Hanegraaff 
2013). Hutton indicates that the same may be true of Paganism, which is ar-
guably an offshoot of the esoteric tradition: “The essence of religious experi-
ence in modern pagan witchcraft lies in the awakening or enhancement of 
powers within the participant, by contact with deity forms which may or may 
not be regarded as objectively real but are treated as though they are” (1999: 
392). Some Pagans view gods and goddesses in psychological terms, as arche-
types of the human mind. Magic and ritual are not distinguishable from reli-
gion in Pagan practice but are viewed as means to spiritual transformation. 
Hutton’s words also illustrate the uncertainty among Pagans regarding the 
question of whether or not deities exist independently of the human mind. 
Some Pagans favor a psychological explanation and view deities as archetypes 
of the natural cosmos or the human mind, projections of human emotion 
that have taken on a life of their own, or as convenient images, while others 
are convinced that deities have independent existences (Davy 2007: 17; 
Hutton 1999: 391).

By and large, the closeness of humanity and divinity is a recurring theme 
in Paganism. Pagans construct the divine not as an abstract model to be be-
lieved in, but as a manifest reality to be experienced, and generally draw no 
absolute boundaries between humanity and the divine, as divine potential is 
inherent in all people and can be enhanced through deliberate work. Unlike 
the transcendent and impersonal god of Abrahamic monotheism, Pagan dei-
ties are often depicted as beings with limited power and imperfect nature 
(Strmiska 2005: 35–36). Pagans believe that the divine can be experienced di-
rectly and in this life, and place high value on personal experience rather than 
revelation. In this sense, Paganism rejects the notion of an omnipotent 
 “super-God,” relations with whom must be negotiated by trained clergy. This 
emphasis on personal experience and the self as sacred may be an aspect of 
the tradition’s distinctly modern essence. At the same time, it is worth repeat-
ing that Paganism applies these modern notions to reject other elements of 
modernity.

9780199315314-Lewis.indb   324 24/03/14   7:18 PM

OUP-FIRST UNCORRECTED PROOF, March 24, 2014



 Contemporary Paganism 325

Although practitioners of Pagan witchcraft are eclectic and creative, it has 
been argued that the basic format of Pagan witchcraft suggested in the Gard-
nerian Book of Shadows still holds strong. Hutton notes that duotheism, the 
casting of a sacred circle with four cardinal points, the sharing of consecrated 
food and drink, invocation of deities and an initiatory structure, usually three-
layered, celebrations of the full moon and the eight sabbats constitute nearly 
ubiquitous features of Pagan witchcraft (Hutton 1999: 399). Nonetheless, 
each tradition has its own unique rituals.

Traditions involved in specific forms of reconstruction often have their 
own seasonal festivals. Wiccans have created a calendric cycle of eight festi-
vals, sabbats, which are inspired by the Celtic ritual year and are observed by 
many Druids and eclectic Pagans as well. The sabbats mark the Summer and 
Winter Solstices known as Litha and Yule, Spring and Autumn Equinoxes 
called Oestre and Mabon, as well the four so-called fire-festivals of Samhain, 
Imbolc, Beltaine, and Lughnasadh (Strmiska 2005: 40).

Many Pagans have home altars, which serve as a holding place for ritual 
tools as well as surfaces for spell casting. Altars often contain representations 
or symbols of the four elements or directions, such as a candle for fire, salt for 
earth, a container of water and a feather to represent air. Some choose to keep 
representations of the divine on their altars, such as symbols of the God and 
Goddess or statues representing particular deities.

Controversies
Historically, the Pagan community has had numerous internal conflicts, 
many of which have revolved around the matter of authenticity: proponents of 
different witchcraft traditions have accused others of being less authentic 
than themselves, and the so-called “Murray thesis” has been a source of sig-
nificant dispute, especially after new scholarship that falsified Murray’s claims 
began to reach the Pagan community.

When Wicca went public, Gardner’s nightly gatherings provoked consider-
able scandal. In Britain today, however, Paganism is largely portrayed in posi-
tive terms by the media. Although both witches and Druids have sometimes 
been accused of devil worship due to sensationalism and misrepresentation in 
popular culture—particularly during the so-called Satanic Panic of the late 
1980s and 1990s—the media is becoming increasingly adept at researching 
and portraying Paganism accurately, and the dedication of some public Pagans 
in representing Paganism as a gender-equal, nature-loving, and gentle reli-
gion appears to have contributed to a comparatively positive image of Pagan-
ism among the general public (Hutton 1999; Strmiska 2005; Butler 2005). 
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Still, some scholars indicate that Paganism and Wicca remain controversial 
topics in the academy. Hutton writes that scholars wishing to explore these 
topics inevitably become involved in a fierce and polarized debate, and that 
outsiders instantly assume them to be either “for” or “against” Paganism 
(York 2003; Hutton 2004).

Relations between fundamentalist Christians and Pagans do not always 
flow smoothly. It has been suggested that conflicts between Christians and 
Pagans may continue to increase if the latter continue to grow in number. 
Many contemporary Pagans feel antagonistic toward Christianity, viewing 
it as an anti-sexual, anti-women, anti-natural, and authoritarian religion, 
and identify with ancient Pagans who were persecuted for their religious 
affiliations as part of the church’s efforts to fully Christianize Europe. Con-
versely, the rise of Paganism may draw attention to dishonorable episodes 
of the past that many Christians wish to forget. As the spread of Paganism 
challenges the triumphalist narrative of the history of humanity where 
Christianization of the earth is seen as a natural development, it makes 
sense that some conservative Christians are antagonistic. There have been 
cases where Pagans have been fired from their jobs when their religious 
affiliations have been exposed, and many contemporary Pagans feel com-
pelled to keep their spirituality secret to avoid discrimination—further bol-
stering the sense that Christianity is the opposite and enemy of Paganism 
(Strmiska 2005: 29–34).

Gender and Sexuality
At least from the fin de siècle and onward, several branches of the Western 
esoteric tradition have been intensely preoccupied with gender. British histo-
rian Alex Owen contends that the occult around the turn of the century at-
tracted people from several different positions in gender politics, and that the 
occultism of the period to some extent paved the way for a kind of spiritual 
feminism. Although not everyone in the occult community was comfortable 
with female leadership, many occult orders of the time allowed women to 
assume positions of authority, and women were integral to the occult revival 
of the fin-de-siècle as public proponents of radical new views on women (Owen 
2004: 87–92).

It appears that the Pagan revival has continued in a similar vein by provid-
ing an arena for the renegotiation of gender roles, and it has been argued that 
the witchcraft revival reflects the changing attitudes toward gender and sexual-
ity in the mid-twentieth century (Salomonssen 2002; Urban 2006; Berger 
1999). For many Pagans, women’s empowerment is linked to sexual liberation, 
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breaking free of the associative links between sexuality—particularly female 
sexuality—and sin.

In a somewhat radical move in 1950s England, Gardner adopted the prac-
tice of ritual nudity and sexual intercourse in the form of the “Great Rite,” a 
ritual in which the male and female celebrants invoke the God and Goddess 
who unite through their human vessels, which according to the Gardnerian 
Book of Shadows signifies the third grade of initiation into Wicca.4

While creating a religion that sacralized both men’s and women’s bodies 
and allowed women to assume positions of authority, however, Gardner also 
gave voice to conservative ideas in matters of gender. Gardner’s Witchcraft 
Today (1954) reveals his aversion to homosexuality, and he threatens same-sex 
couples with the “curse of the Goddess” (Gardner 1954: 69). His somewhat 
controversial Craft Laws put forth the idea that the High Priestess only lends 
her power from the male divine principle and is only allowed to wield it so 
long as she is sufficiently young and attractive (Gardner 2004: 226–227). 
Doreen Valiente writes: “We were allowed to call ourselves High Priestesses, 
Witch Queens and similar fancy titles; but we were still in the position of 
having men running things and women doing as the men directed. As soon 
as the women started seeking real power, trouble was brewing” (Valiente 
1989: 182).

In the 1960s, as noted above, modern witchcraft became linked with 
radical feminist thought in a way that came to influence contemporary Pa-
ganism in Europe as well. In the writings of prolific Pagan authors such as 
Starhawk and Budapest, Paganism is linked to a quest for liberation from 
established gender roles and patriarchal oppression. However, concerns 
have also been voiced among scholars and practitioners that the Pagan quest 
for women’s liberation sometimes tends to reproduce essentialist construc-
tions of male and female gender and sexuality. Many of the early Pagan texts 
that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s built on strongly heterosexual symbol-
ism expressed through such binaries as male–female, god–goddess, sun–
moon and so on, espousing a stereotypical image of womanhood as synony-
mous with nature, motherhood, and irrationality. The notion of gender 
polarity is essential to the Great Rite as well as the idea that covens should 
divide into male–female couples and initiation pass from male to female, or 
vice versa.

The hegemony of heterosexual polarity in Pagan magic is increasingly 
challenged today by contemporary Pagans, many of them lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, or transgendered, who explore alternative gender roles and redefine the 
concept of polarity and form organizations and produce literature of their own 
(see, e.g., Lupa 2009; Faerywolf 2000; Kaldera 2001, 2006; Hunter 2004).
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Conclusion
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Aleister Crowley once envi-
sioned the rise of a Pagan cult focused, among other things, on the polarity of 
sun and moon, male and female. The notion of polarity is particularly preva-
lent in the Wiccan tradition, but negotiating polarities is part of the legacy of 
Paganism. As scholarship of the last few decades has cast serious doubt on the 
claims of some Pagans regarding the ancient lineages of their traditions, one 
challenge for contemporary Pagans is retaining a sense of authenticity that is 
compatible with contemporary tastes and desires. Reconciling tolerance, an 
important value for many Pagans, with the need to defend oneself against the 
intolerance of others is a challenge in itself. As noted previously, the notion of 
polarity itself is contested, and Pagans are torn between the will to sacralize 
the physical body and the necessity for a non-essentialist framework that can 
also incorporate the experiences of those who do not fit into a traditional het-
erosexual structure. These challenges are likely to continue, and how Pagans 
choose to address them will impact the future development of the “new and 
greater Pagan cult.”

Notes
 1. Letter quoted in Symonds 1952: 194–195.
 2. Some scholars, particularly in North America, prefer the term “Neopaganism,” as 

it clearly distinguishes the contemporary religious phenomenon from ancient 
pagan traditions. British scholars largely prefer the term “Paganism,” as do many 
practitioners (Pearson 2002: 16). For this reason, the term “Paganism” rather 
than “Neopaganism” will be used here.

 3. Cf. Wouter J. Hanegraaff ’s critique of “religionist” definitions of Western eso-
tericism by postulating a number of characteristics that supposedly constitute 
the essence of esoteric traditions.

 4. Today, the practice of ritual sexual intercourse is controversial in Pagan circles, 
and many witches favor a symbolic re-enactment.
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