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Abstract:

This presentation summarizes an ongoing ethnographic study of a group

of Pagans in South-Eastern Virginia. The usefulness of standard anthropological

typologies for characterizing the beliefs and actions of the participants is

questioned. The task of anthropology to interpret and explain the group in a

manner that reduces prejudice and defensiveness is emphasized.



It is Beltane1 and people gather at a city park in Newport News, Virginia.

Upwards of 40 people are there. At the picnic shelter, food is out.  To the left of

the picnic shelter  a group is playing catch. Children are running, playing and

laughing. Groups of adults are standing and talking. Smiles, laughter and hugs

are  all around. To the right of the shelter, is  a  maypole with ribbon hanging

down and a circlet on top. An altar table is set up close to the maypole. Someone

calls the attention of the group and announces that ritual is about to begin.

          All but a handful of people create a circle around the altar table. Onlookers

begin to gather.  The quarters are called. The Lord and Lady are invoked. A

woman walks the circle passing out cookies and juice whispering “May you never

thirst” and “May you never hunger.” The High Priest and High Priestess explain

the meaning behind the Sabbat and do a small reenactment. This Sabbat

glorifies the union of the Goddess and the God. The High Priest and Priestess

kiss and everyone cheers. The Goddess and God are thanked. The quarters are

thanked. The circle is opened.

           People leave the ritual area to eat and socialize. The maypole dance is

announced and drumming begins; more onlookers gather. Males and females

grab a piece of ribbon and run around the pole, weaving the ribbon onto the pole

as they dance. The drumming increases in intensity and the dancing hurries; the

ribbon is woven around the pole and the circlet does not drop. A man walks up to

the pole and shakes it....and shakes it. Finally the circlet drops. People cheer and

someone says to me “consummation.” The maypole dance is repeated a few

more times because there are not enough strands of ribbon for everyone that

                                                
1 Selected words will be defined at the end of the paper.



wanted to participate.  On the last dance, I grab a piece ribbon and dance. By

this time there are enough onlookers to makes us feel like actors on stage. What

the bells, cloaks, robes, candles, loud talking and dancing did not attract, the

drumming did.

The wheel of the year turns and it is now Maboon. Again, people gather at

a park in Newport News, Virginia. This time it is a smaller group about 29.

Approximately equal numbers of males and females are attending and an

overwhelming majority of the attendees appear to be are above 35.  I use the

pre-ritual social time to talk to several attendees. One male, mid-forties, has been

a solitaire for 25 years. Another male, approximately 50, was Mormon for 13

years before finding his current path. A woman, mid-thirties, is clergy and has

won a two-year court battle to become state licensed to perform legal

handfastings. Another woman, mid-forties, has also become state licensed to

perform legal handfastings. She told me that she went to the courthouse with

more documentation than required. When the clerk saw the religious affiliation,

she threw the documentation on the floor. The other state registered woman

nodded knowingly. This small group spoke with me about religious discrimination

for nearly an hour.

An announcement was made   that ritual was about to begin and this time

they were going to try to get the group to sing.   One of the women I spoke with

earlier stood up and began singing half of the refrain and first verse of “We all

come from the Goddess.” Everyone immediately chimed in. The group sang as

the circle was formed. The quarters were called, with different words than for



Beltane. The God and Goddess were invoked, with different words than for

Beltane.  The High Priest and High Priestess (different people than for Beltane)

explain the Sabbat (this one celebrates the time of the year when light gives way

to dark) and they bless some apples for the congregation. The congregation is

supposed to take an apple, put intent onto it and give it back to the Earth. The

High Priestess motioned to the High Priest. He bent down and picked out a

particular apple and stood up. They then announced that their hungry son had

taken a bite out of one of the apples. They turned the apple around and showed

the big bite. There were giggles in the circle. This threw me for a loop. My

background said that giggles during worship were not acceptable. I looked

around and realized that I too had giggled. I looked for scornful glares....there

were none. Without anyone saying a word to me , this group had taught me that

in their faith it is all right to mix fun and worship. The God and Goddess were

thanked, the quarters were thanked and the circle was opened. During the

opening of the circle the group sang, “May the circle be open, but unbroken.”

There was more socializing and eating afterward.

The wheel of the years turns again and this time there will not be a Sabbat

celebration. For Samhain, there will be a religious tolerance vigil in Virginia

Beach. This group is huge. Estimates are of 350 attendees (Paganet News, Yule

2000). The group gathered on top of a hill at Mount Trashmore. There was

drumming and socializing, during this time I sought out the High Priest from

Maboon. He told me that he was fully out of the “broom closet” and I could use



his real name in my research2. “John” is a middle school teacher and his wife is a

sign language interpreter. I asked him if they have had any problems because of

their religion. He reported that they have experienced only small problems. He

had a problem with a student’s parent that was quickly quieted down and his

wife, “Elizabeth”, had a woman reach up and turn  “Elizabeth’s” pentacle over.

We spoke for a little while longer; I thanked him for talking to me and made my

way back to the drums.  I located the candles and program for the event and was

given a bumper sticker that read, “Freedom of religion means any religion.”

The attention of the group was gathered and the drumming stopped. An

overview of the event was stated. The group formed a circle around the flagpole

on the larger hill at Mount Trashmore. The drumming began again and the

candles were lit. A poem was read about the Burning Times by selected

speakers and   the refrain “Never again the Burring Times” was stated by

everyone at the circle. After the poem was read individuals would walk into the

circle, hold a candle up   and state the name of a person lost during the Burning

Times.

It was here that anticipated protesters were observed. There were about

four people at the top of the hill outside the circle, substantially fewer than were

expected. One man   on his knees bowing and praying was close enough for me

to partially   hear. I heard the words “Jesus”, “save”, “soul” and “forgive”, but I

could not make out an entire sentence.

After the circle, people gathered in a   parking lot and stood in a circle.

Then, a circle within the circle was formed. The group sang, “We are a circle

                                                
2 Out of concern for protection, I will use pseudonyms for individuals



within a circle, with no beginning and never ending”; the group was so large that

song turned out to be sung in round. The circles closed in on themselves and

eventually there turned out to be several circles within circles.

Weary of singing and swaying, I made my way out of the circle.  There on

a grassy area beside the parking lot some pre-adolescent girls were sitting and

some younger children were playing. Two men were  standing a few yards from

them.  The men began to walk toward the young girls and I heard the word

“pedophile”. Several people left the chanting circles; the young girls and children

were taken away from the men. I then heard the word “fundies” and more people

left the chanting circle. I walked up to a group containing the “fundies” , four

pagan women, and a man  who described himself as a Shamanistic Witch. One

of the “fundies” was holding a Bible. I stood next to the Shamanistic Witch. I

came into a discussion about “the truth”, listened to the discussion, and  asked

the “fundies” if they knew that this was a religious tolerance vigil not a religious

rite. One of   the men evaded the question and began to speak of the “the truth”

and referring to the Bible in his hand.  I asked my question again. He told me that

he did not know what was happening here and he began to speak of “the truth”

again. I looked at him and said, “So, you are not aware that you are protesting

religious tolerance?” The “fundie” without the Bible in his hand looked at me

questioningly and the one with the Bible began to speak of “the truth” again. A

woman spoke up and said most of these people come from a Christian

background and we already know about your truth and we do not accept your

truth.  The conversation turned into an “I-can-quote-more-verses- than-you-can”



type of argument. I observed the debate for quite a while. The Pagans seemed to

know a great deal about the Bible and Christianity. My main thought was that

these men choose to approach this group on a day where violence by the edge

of the Christian cross was being remembered and that these men could not have

chosen a worst time.  The conversation ended about the time the park was

closing.

Who are these people who meet when the year-wheel turns, with their

robes, candles, drums and pentacles?  Practicing a faith where women and men

are held with equal esteem. They are not one coven or one tradition. They are of

mixed gender and ethnicity. They are Norse, Dianic, Celtic, Egyptian,

Shamanistic and all other paths. Some call themselves Wiccan, some call

themselves Shamanistic Witches, some call themselves witches, and some call

themselves Pagan. They all have attended Sabbats and events co-sponsored by

Paganet and CERC, Crossroads Earth Religion Center.  The word Pagan is

easiest to define3 in the negative. Pagan is an umbrella term referring to a group

of faiths not of the Abrahamic traditions and not Buddhist or Hindu. Under the

heading Pagan there are different sub-groups. These are Wiccan, Native

American, Gaiaist, etc. Under Wiccan there are different traditions, these are

Norse, Celtic, Egyptian, Dianic, various family traditions (called fam-trads) etc.

The traditions separate  into individualistic paths.  Pagan is the broadest term

and I will use the word Pagan.

                                                
3 This is a working definition.



Where do these Pagans fit into the larger anthropological classification

schemes?  Anthony Wallace created a fourfold typology of religions rooted in the

concept of cult.  “A cult is an organized system of cultural beliefs and practices

pertaining to the control over specific supernatural powers (Bailey and Peoples,

1999  p.202). A cult is not the same as  the religion of a people” (Bailey and

Peoples, 1999  p.202).  Bailey and Peoples cite  Wallace’s classification as

distinguishing between four kinds of cults: individualistic, shamanistic, communal

and ecclesiastical (1999 p. 202).”

There are some issues with this typology and its application to Pagans.

First, according to Scott Cuningham a prominent Pagan author and author of

Wicca: A Guide for Solitary Practioners  states the  magick
4
 in   Paganism ,

specifically Wicca,  is not  supernatural (above nature) , but rooted in nature

(1999). I also have issue with using the word “cult”.  The word cult has a different

meaning in the vernacular, than in anthropological nomenclature. The word cult

is offensive to many Pagans.

However, Wallace’s typology is widely accepted and I will use it with the

understanding that problems will be noted. Under Wallace’s typology Christianity

would be fall under ecclesiastical cult (Bailey and Peoples, 1999). Paganism with

its multitude of paths could fit under the   individualistic, communal or

shamanistic cult headings. Individualistic Cults are defined as “ each individual

has a personal relationship with one or more supernatural powers, who sever as

his or her guardians and protectors. The aid of the powers is solicited when
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Intentional spelling. The “k” denotes religious magick as opposed to stage (slight of hand) magic.



needed” (Bailey and Peoples , 1999 p.203). The communal cults are defined as

“the members of a particular group gather periodically   for rituals that are

believed to benefit the group as a whole or some individual member. There are

not full-time religious specialists as is true of individual and shamanistic

cults”(Bailey and Peoples ,1999 p.203). The most generic form of Paganism

would fit under individual cult with cross over into the communal cult heading.

The belief set is rooted in the individual , but groups do meet for the Sabbats,

Esbats or any other time. There are calendrical rituals (Sabbats and Esbats) and

crisis rituals (rituals held for various reasons) Sabbats and Esbats are performed

primarily with group intent and occasional   individual intent. Crisis rituals are

typically with  individual intent (healing, purging negativity, protection, etc.) but

can have group intent (healing for Earth).  Obviously, a true solitaire would be

individualistic whereas someone who only performs rituals with his/her coven

would be communal.

Pagan practitioners that lean toward shamanistic beliefs and practices

would fit under the shamanistic heading. Shamanistic cults are defined as “some

individuals -- shamans -- are believed to have contact with the supernatural that

ordinary people lack. They use these powers primarily for socially valuable

purposes to help (especially cure) others in need. They may also act on behalf of

their band or village to cause supernatural harm to the group’s enemies” (Bailey

and Peoples, 1999 p.203). Herein lies another inconsistency between Pagans

and the accepted definitions. Pagans especially Wiccans have an ethic or code

of conduct that is commonly called The Reed. The Reed in its short form is “Do



as thou wilt, an’ in it harm none”
5
. Not all Pagans follow The Reed per se, but I

have not seen anyone argue for harming anyone. This leads to another

inconsistency.

Many refer to themselves as witches. However, the term “witchcraft” or

“witch” is often described in negative terms. Bailey and Peoples, in their book

Introduction to Cultural Anthropology,   define witchcraft “as the use of psychic

power alone to cause harm to others” (1999). The Encyclopedia Britannica entry

of witchcraft refers to the "exercise of alleged supernatural powers for antisocial,

evil purposes" (Britannica.com).   Wiccan Witches do not just have The Reed,

they have what can be summarized as the five tenets of belief. There is  the

Karmic Law or the Three-fold Law, which states whatever one does, good or bad,

will be returned to the originator three-fold.  There is the Ethic of Self

Responsibility, which means that the self is responsible for the self. There is no

“the devil made me do it”.  There is also, an Ethic of Constant Improvement.

Lastly, there is the Ethic of Attunement.  This means that Wiccans should strive

to align themselves with the deities (or deity), nature and themselves.   Specific

traditions  have additional ethics or laws, but every Wiccan I have met (and most

non-Wiccan Pagans I have met) accept and follow these tenets or something of

similar meaning
6
.  The implications of these beliefs integrate into a level of social

control that deters causing evil or negativity. The role of Anthropology is to hold a
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The Reed can be found quoted in numerous places including wall hangings. It is a commonly accepted

ethic and I cannot locate an original source. I have always seen it written with quotes around it, but no
reference to a source.
6
The tenets of belief can be found at several different sources. I found the website “All one Wicca, the

Universal Eclectic Wicca” to be the most concise. The URL will be listed with references. I have not been
able to locate an original source.



mirror up to a culture and report on the reflection to those that lack the ability to

see the actual culture. The current vocabulary is not useful or sufficient for this

particular culture -- the culture of the Pagan.



Selected Definitions

Beltane-  a sabbat held around May 1st that celebrates the union of the Goddess

and the God and the following times of fertility.

Coven-  A group that worships together.  Membership into a coven varies by

tradition.

Esbat- A full moon ritual.

Hanfasting-  A Pagan union ceremony similar to a wedding. Not necessarily

heterosexual and not necessarily recognized by the government.

Maboon-   A sabbat celebrated around the autumn equinox that celebrates the

end of the harvest season.

Sabbat-  A high holy day.

Samhain- A sabbat celebrated at the end of October where the veil between this

world and the spirit world is considered to be the thinnest. It is a time for

remembering a deceased one’s life, not necessarily a solemn celebration.

Solitaire-  An individual that worships alone.
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