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Abstract 

Too often women have a secondary place in religious institutions, with no possibility to 

influence or come into leading positions. This thesis aims to understand women’s 

empowerment by searching for such examples in Neo-Paganism, a growing New Religious 

Movement (NRM) in the west. Grace Jantzen’s development of Foucault’s power theory is 

utilized to analyze and understand the results. A mixed method is used; four interviews are 

conducted with Wiccan and Druid women, a survey of 332 women is analyzed, and literature 

and studies on Neo-Paganism are analyzed. 

I draw the conclusion that Neo-Paganism can empower women in different ways, 

however, this can be influenced by socio-cultural factors, as empowerment can look very 

different in different countries. The result is meant to provide us with an understanding of 

women’s needs in a religious and spiritual context, so that women may become empowered 

within their religious communities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Neo-Pagan, Neo-Paganism, Wicca, Druid, Asatru, Odinism, Feminism, Power, 
Empowerment, Religion, New Religious Movement, NRM 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Since starting to study humanities and theology almost five years ago, I have grown 

increasingly interested in women and their religiosity. Growing up in a Catholic community in 

Sweden, I experienced that there wasn’t a platform for women to express and grow their 

spirituality. As I grew up, I came to realize that religion is often male-dominated; the holy texts 

tell predominantly the stories of men; the prophets are male, the Judeo-Christian God is often 

depicted as male. Even those who had the privilege to interpret the texts, through centuries, 

were predominantly male. Women often have a secondary place in religious institutions; with 

few exceptions religious institutions still don’t allow women to become priests, and the female 

body is often at the center of debate regarding clothing, family life and sexuality. At the same 

time, women are often active believers, bringing their families to prayer and celebrating 

religious holidays. For us who grew up in Christian families, it was often our mothers who 

brought the holidays to life through food, festivities and prayer. Yet, there was a feeling of not 

being enough as a woman. As a girl I could not become an altar boy, nor could I become a 

priest, such as the boys in my church could. I saw that men had more opportunities to practice 

and develop their spirituality than a woman. But women also need to express and develop our 

spirituality. We need a space where we are heard and empowered as women. 

I originally planned to study if (and how) spirituality empowers women, and was 

quickly met by the difficulty of defining and explaining what form of spirituality I wish to 

study. Spirituality can be found anywhere, it has a part in traditional world religions – such as 

Christianity and their fringe groups, New Age, Neo-Paganism and other New Religious 

Movements (NRM). Even when I tried to specify individual spirituality outside of institutions 

I was met with the issue that they often overlap; magic, yoga and tarot can be practiced by 

Christians, Muslims and Jews, just as it can be argued that some NRM are organized with 

leaders and dogmas. It became apparent that this problem was too important to ignore but too 

big to solve in this thesis. For practical reasons I decided to narrow down spirituality to the 

Neo-Pagan movement, which can be studied more easily. I specifically chose Neo-Paganism 

because I was under the impression that the movement has grown over the past few decades, 

with many persons searching to reconnect with nature and a pre-modern past. Another benefit 

of selecting a specific movement is that I am able to contrast the findings against a simplified 

image of Christianity in order to get a clearer picture if and how Neo-Paganism may empower 

women. 
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1.1 Purpose and aim 
In this thesis, I want to understand if Neo-Paganism can empower women. To do this, I have 

gathered data from three different sources. I use data from Women and Their World Views, an 

online survey where a random sample of 332 women answered questions about their religiosity, 

spirituality (or lack of), and feminism. I have searched literature and articles and included a 

short breakdown of a few selected Neo-Pagan movements. Who is the movement for? What 

does it do and what does or doesn’t it advocate? Finally, I have conducted four qualitative 

interviews with women from different Neo-Pagan communities. Together these tools should 

complete each other and create a fuller image of what it means to be a woman in Neo-Paganism. 

Feminist philosopher of religion Grace Jantzen has developed Foucault’s theory about 

power. I will use her developed power theory in this thesis to analyze the data and answer my 

research question. 

My overall question is this; does Neo-Paganism empower women? I also want to 

understand, if it does, then how does it empower women? Has the Neo-Pagan movement 

changed their sense of empowerment? Or did they become Neo-Pagan because they were 

already on the road to becoming empowered? Four Neo-Pagan women have been interviewed; 

how did they find themselves in this role and do they believe Neo-Paganism can empower 

women? 

 

1.2 Relevance of the research 
My research will contribute to the research of female experiences within the religious domain. 

What does it mean to be a woman in modern society? What does it mean to be a woman and 

religious or spiritual in modern society? Literature tends to be preoccupied with men and the 

male experiences, and at best assumes that women experience the world in the same way as 

men, at worst omitting women and their experiences altogether. Grace Jantzen calls this gender 

blindness.1 This is not surprising if one considers that the majority of scholars in the past were 

men. With the emergence of female scholars so have studies increased on female experiences. 

 

Chapter 2. Terminology and Definitions 

This chapter will explain some of the key definitions which are used in this thesis; Neo-Pagan 

Movement, empowerment, and Sexuality and gender. These terms appear often and can be 

                                                
1 Jantzen 1995;15 
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understood in different ways. For example, consider what does empowerment mean? And when 

we speak about empowerment, which context are we using?  

 

2.1 Neo-Pagan Movements 
Neo-Paganism is an umbrella term for religions which aim to revive, reinterpret and experiment 

with pre-Christian polytheistic religion from (mainly) Europe, but also from the Near East, and 

North Africa, as well as indigenous religions from Africa and the Americas. Anthropologist 

Sabrina Magliocco writes that Neo-Pagans wish to reconnect with nature, community and the 

sacred, and to develop a personal spirituality.2 Wiccan author and journalist Margot Adler 

writes that many scholars doubt there is an unbroken heritage and often speak of Neo-Paganism 

emerging during the 1950’s, even though this was debated for a long time.3 The term “pagan” 

originates from the Latin word Paganus, referring to rural persons, and in the past it was often 

used to describe a person who was not of the Jewish, Christian or Muslim faiths.4 

Neo-Paganism sometimes gets confused with New Age which emerged around the same 

time. Tsivia Rabinovitch (Professor in Classics and Religious Studies) and Síân Lee Reid 

(lecturer in Sociology and Anthropology)write that Jon Bloch combines both Neo-Paganism 

and New Age as countercultural or alternative spirituality, however, most scholars agree that 

the two need to be separated.5 Steven J. Sutcliffe, lecturer in the Study of Religion, argues in 

The Dynamics of Alternative Spirituality: Seekers, Networks, and “New Age” that New Age is 

too diffused to be considered as a movement and should be seen as a cluster of seekers affiliated 

by choice if affiliated at all. 6 Another key difference, Lee Reid and Rabinovitch argue 

referencing to Michael York, is that those who are part of New Age focus on self-development 

while Neo-Pagans focus on self-empowerment.7 York also points out that New Agers see 

themselves as part of something new, a new religious orientation, while Neo-Pagans see 

themselves as connected to the past and reviving of pre-Christian traditions.8 Refering to Paul 

Heelas, Lee Reid and Rabinovitch point out another difference; Neo-Paganism’s attraction to 

the environment and the frequent use of magical rituals.9 I think it’s useful to clarify at this 

                                                
2 Magliocco, 150-166 
3 Adler, 1997;46 
4 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch; 514 
5 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;521 
6 Sutcliffe; 466 
7 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;520 
8 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;521 
9 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;519 
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point that this thesis will not look at New age or self-development, rather, it will look at 

empowerment within Neo-Paganism. 

Neo-Paganism is at the same time very different from the world religions. Refering to 

Wendy Griffin, Lee Reid and Rabinovitch point out that in most of Neo-Paganism practice is 

about the embodiment of faith and the Divine, rather than the written word, as it is in the world 

religions.10 According to Margot Adler, people don’t convert to Neo-Paganism the way they 

convert to other religions.11 Pagans feel as if they come home to Neo-Paganism and their 

existing ideas are merely given a name.12 She writes about her own experience as “I never 

converted in the accepted sense – I never adopted any new beliefs”.13 This is interesting, 

especially because of that last comment, she found a religion which held her existing beliefs. 

 

2.2 Empowerment 
Throughout this thesis I will use the phrase empowerment. What does this phrase mean? To 

borrow the words from Åsa Trulsson, philosopher and lecturer who interviewed women at the 

Glastonbury goddess conference in the summer of 2000: 

 
For many it is important to identify themselves as women, and they wish to find pride and 

strength in their gendered bodies. Almost all participants mean that women’s self-esteem, their 

supposed spiritual powers and their relationship to their bodies, have taken damage of what they 

consider a patriarchal society.14 

 

This passage about wishing to find strength and pride in one’s femininity is what I refer to when 

using the word empowerment. It is about not trying to fit into a female role as modeled by 

centuries of patriarchy (more on that in Chapter 4. Theory), or giving up one’s femininity and 

becoming masculine (also appearing in Chapter 4. Theory), in an attempt to feel free and 

empowered. Rather, it means embracing being a woman, and finding strength in that. Self-

acceptance. Living according to their own convictions. Pride in their bodies. 

Or to borrow the words of Grace Jantzen: 

 

                                                
10 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch; 518 
11 Adler, 1997;20 
12 Adler, 1997;14 
13 Adler, 1997;20 
14 Trulsson; 1013;190 (my own translation) 
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Feminist scholars are seeking – sometimes inventing – the tools and resources that enable us 

[…] to construct new dwelling-places where women can find the space and mutual support which 

enables struggle for justice.15 

 

Because religion has predominantly been interpreted and controlled by men, it is also tailored 

towards men, or at the very least assume that all sexes have the same religious needs as men 

do. Women may not have their religious needs met because they do not relate to the roles they 

have been given in patriarchal world religions, with very little – or sometimes no – power or 

influence. It is hard to understand this in a society where men and the male have been the norm 

for so long; where God is male and male interpretations are made for men. This will be 

discussed further in the Chapter 4. Theory, where I will discuss Jantzen’s feminist interpretation 

on Foucault’s concept about power. 

 

2.3 Sexuality and gender 
When I write women in this thesis, I refer to those who identify as being female, irrelevant of 

their born or current sex. Often women are referred to as if they were only women. They are 

described as if they were uniform, all the same, unchanging in character. But as Tiina 

Rosenberg, Queer Feminist and professor of performance studies, argues in Könet Brinner that 

gender is crossed with race, ethnicity, class, sexuality and regional modalities.16 This makes 

being a woman multi-dimensional. She references to Michel Foucault, that sexuality is 

historically formed, a social construct. It has been shaped to appear as an obviously 

heterosexual sexuality that includes everybody. 17 Referring to philosopher and academic Judith 

Butler, she writes that in turn, gender is not defined by being, but by doing. We are not born 

into our sex, but we define it through our actions.18 

I have contemplated interviewing non-binary individuals as well for this thesis, to create 

an umbrella of anybody who does not identify as being male, but realized that this requires 

much more work than I am able to do justice. Therefore, I won’t differentiate between female 

and non-binary individuals, but I wish to create this short discussion to make the subject visible 

to the reader, and invite them to consider this. Jantzen describes female mystics in the Middle 

Ages who identified themselves as male, but she quickly dismisses this as the result of living 

in a misogynistic time. For example, Hildegard identified strongly as male, despised her own 

                                                
15 Jantzen,1998;2 
16 Rosenberg, 2005;40 
17 Rosenberg, 2005;9 
18 Rosenberg, 2005;15-16 
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sex and her authority depended on the oppression of women.19 She was no feminist. The same 

can be said about Jantzen’s view on Julien of Norwich who was described as hating her gender. 

Julien wrote But God forbid that you should say or assume that I am a teacher […] for I am a 

woman, ignorant, weak and frail.20 I don’t want to suggest that either of these two women 

weren’t cisgender heterosexual women. They both lived in times where women were seen as 

burdens. However, it is telling that their obvious unease or even dislike towards their gender 

and sexuality is not considered to be more than the result of misogyny. 

 In this thesis I will occasionally refer to the masculine and the feminine. When I do this, 

I am merely referring to the social ideas of what is considered masculine and feminine. For 

example, masculine is often portrayed as active, strong, hunter, warrior while the feminine is 

portrayed as passive, meek, love and fertility. In certain cases, it is useful to use these phrases. 

 I would also like to add that people of all sexes and genders join neo-pagan movements. 

When searching for an informant on the Facebook Page Wiccanska informanter I Sverige, I 

found both male and female practitioners of Wicca. Both priests and priestesses. I am choosing 

to focus on women, but want to make it clear that Neo-Paganism it is not exclusively for 

women. 

 

Chapter 3. Method 

I have used a mixed method where different methods complete each other and give a fuller 

picture about women’s empowerment. Firstly, I have created an online survey. Secondly, four 

interviews were conducted with Neo-Pagan women. By speaking directly to a few women about 

their spiritual beliefs and practice, I can get a fuller picture and complete the existing data with 

feedback from practicing women. Thirdly I have used a broad set of literature, both scholarly 

books, articles as well as works written by Neo-Pagans. 

 Christianity will often be used as an example to mark differences between Neo-

Paganism and an institutional religion. There are two reasons for using Christianity for this 

purpose; there is a lot of information available on Christianity and power, including Jantzen’s 

development of Foucault’s power theory; Christianity is also the largest religion in the West, 

where the Neo-Pagan movement originated in the mid 1900’s. 

 

                                                
19 Jantzen 1995;171 
20 Jantzen, 1995;177 
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3.1 Survey 
In the online survey, Women and Their World Views, 332 women answered questions about 

their religiosity, spirituality or lack of, their occupation, level of education, if they are feminists 

and their opinions about gender in society. The survey consisted partially of yes and no 

questions, followed by a short field where the women were encouraged to explain their answer 

further. 

 The survey was created using Google forms; this way the survey can be shared and 

completed online through a link. The questions were divided into three sections, section 1; work 

and education, section 2; religious background and section 3; gender specific questions. Section 

one has been omitted from this thesis, as it was not considered relevant. 

 

Questions 

1. What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 

2. If you studied beyond high school, what subject did you study? (i.e. medicine, law, art, 

engineering or 

other) 

3. Are you currently working? 

4. If you answered yes to the previous question, what industry do you work in? (If you are 

currently not working, enter the industry of your last job.) 

5. How much do you earn per month, before taxes? 

6. Do you affiliate with any religious group or institution? 

7. If you answered yes to the previous question, which one? 

8. Do you believe in a higher power? (God, gods, spirits, angels, cosmos or other) 

9. If you answered yes to the previous question, describe your beliefs in as much detail as 

possible. 

10. Do you believe men and women have equal opportunities in society? 

11. Are you a feminist? 

12. Do you think religious institutions (churches, mosques, temples) empower/ benefit women? 

13. Do you think religion or spirituality can empower/ benefit women? Write your thoughts 

below. 

14. May I contact you with more questions? If yes, please leave your email address below. If 

left blank, your answers will remain anonymous. 
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To reach a broad and random sample of women, I created an advertisement on Facebook to 

target women in Europe between ages 18-65. The choice of targeting persons on Facebook was 

motivated by the majority of people today having a Facebook account. Posting the survey on 

social media can reach a larger audience across borders, compared to for example an 

advertisement in a newspaper. The advertisement was set to run over five days, however, after 

only three days the survey had been filled out by 332 women, so I chose to stop it. 

 The challenge of quantitative studies is that questions can’t be explained in greater 

detail, which can lead to the questions being misunderstood. Even though I asked two women 

to test the form and give me feedback before it went live, people may still interpret questions 

differently to what was intended. One example is peoples’ different understandings of what 

religion means. In the survey, religion and spirituality were differentiated, where religion meant 

institutional religion and spirituality meant personal practice of a person who is does not adhere 

to any institutional religions. However, to some people these two are inseparable. This has pose 

challenges in analyzing the data, hence why I have mainly used the data where people clearly 

described institutional religions. 

With this problematization I wish to highlight some of the limitations of quantitative 

data, and specifically surveys. Both qualitative and quantitative methods have their benefits. 

The survey provided a large set of data and is a great way to get a sense of the opinions from a 

group of people. However, asking over 300 individuals about their religiosity will not help us 

understand the why’s, but it helps us understand the if’s. Are they religious? Do they believe 

religion empowers women? To understand the why, qualitative interviews are required, and for 

this thesis they were conducted as well. 

The survey was not targeting Neo-Pagan women in particular. Instead women of any 

faith – and without as well – were targeted. The survey results help us get an idea of what it 

means to be a religious or spiritual woman today. The problems the women face, what they 

think causes these problems. What does empowerment mean to women today? What does it 

take for a woman to feel empowered in her spiritual or religious tradition? By using these results 

while analyzing the interviews and literature, we get a deeper understanding of how Neo-

Paganism may empower women. The answers have helped shape the direction of the thesis, the 

qualitative interviews and the themes appearing in Chapter 6. 
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3.2 Literature 
I have used a combination of scholarly books, books written by Neo-Pagans and articles from 

The Oxford Handbook of New Religious Movements. Margot Adler’s Drawing Down the 

Moon: Witches, Druids, Goddess Worshippers, and Other Pagans in America today has been 

useful to gather information about Neo-Paganism and prepare for the interviews. The book 

contains a lot of information about Neo-Paganism, the different branches (Wicca, Druidism and 

Asatru) and the community. 

Women in New Religions: Gender, Power and Sexuality by Elizabeth Puttick, Listening 

People, Speaking Earth:; Contemporary Paganism by Harvey, Graham are used 

complementary to Adler’s book, providing information about Neo-Paganism. 

The chalice and the blade: our history, our future21, by cultural historian Riane Eisler, 

has provided the historical background about Neo-Paganism. Eisler covers studies and theories 

about the role women have had during the Neolithic and Paleolithic ages, the antique and 

Middle Ages. This information helps us understand the historical evolution of the roles women 

have played in religious communities which leads us to today. As we will see, this data suggests 

that women used to hold important religious roles in the past, and the lack of is a fairly recent 

thing. Eisler also provides theories of why, where and when this change happened. 

Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism by Grace Jantzen lays the theory for this thesis, 

and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. Jantzen develops Foucault’s power theory 

and applies it to Christian women through centuries. 

Daughters of the Goddess; Studies of Healing, Identity and Empowerment, by gender 

and sexuality academic Wendy Griffin, provides a feminist view on the growth of Neo-

Paganism, and how it’s linked to women and women’s empowerment. 

Könet brinner! by Tiina Rosenberg is the main source for the definitions of sexuality 

and gender. Rosenberg presents and discusses Judith Butler’s theories about sexuality and 

gender. 

The Oxford Handbook of New Religious Movements has been useful to find more 

recently published articles about Neo-Paganism and New Religious Movements. The majority 

of the books mentioned above were written before 2000, so it has been important to include 

more recent work. 

 

                                                
21 See Eisler, Bägaren och svärdet: vår historia, vår framtid in references 
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3.3 Interviews 
Four Neo-Pagan women have been interviewed about their spirituality. How did they find 

themselves in this role; do they believe spirituality or religion can empower women; and more. 

 The interviews were loosely semi-structured with follow up questions unique to each 

informant’s answers. The majority of questions are unique to each person based on the Neo-

Pagan group they are affiliated with and background information they provided ahead of the 

interviews. Each person was asked about their personal backgrounds, why they became Neo-

Pagan, if they grew up in a different religion, how they are treated in their Neo-Pagan groups 

and about power-structures, hierarchies and leadership in their groups. 

Violet lives in the USA and is what she calls an eclectic Pagan. She has created a 

personal religiosity that suits her personally. Maria is a Wiccan in Sweden. She has been a solo 

Wiccan since finding Wicca, and is currently apprenticing at a Gardnerian Coven outside 

Stockholm. Bryn lives in the UK and has been a Druid for nearly two decades, during which 

time she has been involved with many different groups. Belatimara lives in France and has been 

a Druid for nearly two decades as well. She is currently active within two groups and 

occasionally joins other groups in rituals. The four women live in four different countries and 

describe widely different experiences of Neo-Paganism. However, some experiences are shared 

and will be discussed in more details in Chapter 6. 

Violet and Maria were interviewed through video calls. After their interviews were 

transcribed, both Violet and Maria received the transcripts in order to add, delete, change or 

confirm the details. Bryn and Belatimara received the questions digitally and follow-up 

questions were made and discussed via chat. All the names are made up to protect the 

informants’ identities. 

The purpose of the interviews is to learn from these women what Paganism is to them, 

in order to answer the question, does Neo-Paganism empower women? Four women can’t speak 

for all pagans out there. At the same time, neither can 100 women. Instead, I believe that by 

combining methods we can puzzle together a clearer picture. The interviews provide an 

important element to this puzzle, they are the opportunity to speak to four of the women we 

wish to understand, to hear in their own words if – and if then how – paganism has empowered 

them. Their stories may help us see the literature and survey results in another light as well. 

 

3.4 Ethical considerations for interviews 
Petra Junus, a scholar in psychology of religion, discusses different scholars’ opinions on 

interviewing ethics in her book Den levande Gudinnan. She describes that Ann Oakley 
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criticized the traditional interviewing method where the interviewer distances themselves from 

the informant. Oakley argues that this creates a hierarchy where the interviewer is above the 

informant. Instead, to obtain information about the informant’s life, the interviewer needs to 

show personal engagement. Junus points out that Karen Davies and Johanna Esseveld both 

disagree with this claim. They argue that hierarchy is unavoidable, as it is not an equal dialogue, 

but rather the informant is requested to be interviewed. Therefore, they place importance on 

entering the informant’s world to understand their logic from within.22 

 I have tried to shape the interviews according to Davies and Esseveld argument that 

hierarchy is unavoidable and that the researcher needs to enter the informant’s world to 

understand their logic from within. Other than educating myself about Neo-Paganism prior to 

the first interview, I prepared an introduction about myself. Where I was born, my religious 

background and why I am interested in Neo-Paganism. I also encouraged the informants to ask 

questions about me. By sharing personal information about myself I wish to make the terms of 

the conversation more equal. The hierarchy is unmistakably still there, like Davis and Esseveld 

point out, it is not possible to avoid hierarchy in an interview. After all, the purpose of our 

conversation is for one person to gather personal information about another person. However, 

this approach makes the researcher vulnerable. The informant walks away with personal 

information about the researcher, just as the researcher walks away with personal information 

about the informant. The conversation becomes a give and take. The informants have consented 

that the data from their interviews is used in this thesis. 

 

Chapter 4. Theory 

In Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism, Grace Jantzen’s develops Foucault’s power theory, 

with regard to gender. Using this theory, she argues that mysticism and mystical experiences 

rest on power and gender. There is a lot of relevancy in Jantzen’s power and gender theory that 

can be applied to this thesis. Jantzen is concerned with who defines mysticism, who decides 

who is a mystic, and where does the power lie in definitions and religious practice. Throughout 

Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism, Jantzen repeatedly shows how women have been 

undermined throughout centuries of Christianity, going from living in equality with men, to 

being seen only as flesh, a body of nature, a distraction for men and incapable of personal 

spirituality. 

                                                
22 Junus, 1995;54 
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 I am aware that Grace Jantzen analyses Christian mysticism, however, considering the 

influence Christian culture has had on the world over the past centuries - especially during 

colonialism and now globalization - I believe that her gender power theory can be relevant to 

non-Christian worldviews as well. I also believe that Christianity makes a good comparison 

that we can contrast against Neo-Paganism as most people are familiar with the religion. It also 

needs to be said that there are Christian theologians who wish to overcome dualism and gender 

issues within Christianity through reinterpretation (for example Sally McFague). Knowing this, 

I still choose to use a simplified picture of Christianity – mainly using Medieval comparisons 

– because it can make it easier for us to understand what empowerment for women means in a 

religious context. Finally, I am not suggesting that Christianity can’t empower women. Rather, 

by contrasting against a simplified picture of Christianity and its gender issues, we can have a 

somewhat clearer picture of what empowerment means. I will mainly compare the data about 

Neo-Paganism against Jantzen’s examples of Christianity during the Middle Ages, as this time 

was also the focus point for Jantzen. 

Jantzen argues that Foucault, like most thinkers of his time, did not consider the 

difference between female and male experiences. She argues that Foucault only focuses on the 

perspective of those in power, but never those who are subjected to power. She explains that 

this becomes a problem when studying mystics, as those who were subjected to power were not 

passive; they were active in the possession of mystical powers. Jantzen writes that they “pushed 

boundaries, forced reconsideration”.23 

Jantzen writes that there has been an increase in spiritual retreats and books on personal 

psychological well-being with topics like anxiety, depression, loneliness, suffering, loss and 

sexual desire. She suggests that the large existence of such self-help books shows us that there 

is a desire for psycho-spiritual well-being, to cope with distresses of life. Mysticism and 

spirituality have little to do with politics and social justice, but provide a private religious way 

of coping with life.24 

There were many events which lead up to women losing power and being seen as lesser 

than men – less spiritual or even unable to be spiritual altogether. I will list a few of the 

important themes which Jantzen lists as having led to this. Four key issues have been identified 

and each have a subsection; Authority, Dualism, Sexuality and gender, and witches and 

heretics. These key issues will be compared to Neo-Paganism in Chapter 6. 

                                                
23 Jantzen, 1995;15 
24 Jantzen 1995;18-20 
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4.1 Authority 
Jantzen argues that the question about mysticism is the question about delimiting authority. It 

is worth quoting a longer passage where she explains this: 

 
A person who was acknowledged to have direct access to God would be in a position to challenge 

any form of authority, whether doctrinal or political, which she saw as incompatible with the 

divine will. […] if defining mysticism is a way of defining power, whether institutional or 

individual, then the question of who counts as a mystic is of immediate importance.25 

 

Jantzen explains that in the early days of the Church there were power struggles, therefore it 

was important that mystical powers were contained within the Church. If it became known that 

mystical experiences outside the Church were possible – and that they are personal and 

subjective – this would threaten the Church’s power. If it were true that mystical experiences 

can be held by anybody, then those making social and political decisions would not need to be 

considered. And if it became known that mystical experiences were mostly available to women, 

then this could challenge the existing gender stereotypes within the Church.26 Jantzen argues 

that because of this power struggle, which continues until today, it is important to ask how the 

concept of mystics changed through time, who has been in the position of power to define it, 

and why.27 

 Jantzen suggests that the shift from religions based on primitive ritual to religions based 

on texts, was a way for a powerful male elite to control what happens in the name of that 

religion. When those texts were seen as containing literal and mystical meaning and were only 

available to a few in an inner circle, then those few became very powerful.28 Early on the Bible, 

just like the Torah, became the possession of men with few exceptions. Women were largely 

discouraged from studying these books.29 

 

4.2 Dualism 
Medieval Christian teachings were influenced by Plato and his theory about dualism between 

body and soul. This contributes to disadvantages for women, as we will see soon. 

                                                
25 Jantzen, 1995;1 
26 Jantzen, 1995;2 
27 Jantzen, 1995;14-15 
28 Jantzen, 1995;60 
29 Jantzen, 1995;67 
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Jantzen writes that Plato suggested that the soul is imprisoned in the body. Ascetic 

monks withholding bodily sensations so that their soul may flourish. They wished to separate 

the soul from the body.30 Here the body was already seen as something evil. 

According to Jantzen, Plato also considered women to be of nature, while men are of 

the mind. A man had to choose between having a family with a woman or pursuing spiritual 

and intellectual fulfilment, because he thought these two were incompatible. And choosing the 

later was more honorable than the first because it meant creating something immortal – ideas - 

over something mortal - children. The men would have a different kind of union – the union of 

the minds. And because women were considered as merely of the flesh, they could have no part 

in this. Not only were women considered unable to become spiritual in their own right, but they 

were seen as a hindrance for men to attain spirituality as well. Jantzen writes that to Plato other 

scholars of his time and times to come, women were only vessels for the offspring of men. 

Physical bodies, a part of nature. With no spirituality or mind of their own.31 What is 

problematic is that Plato’s ideas have shaped Christian thinking for centuries and created the 

dualism that exists between body and soul, sacred and profane, and good and evil. 

Wendy Griffin writes that the cultural narrative of dualism has been taught to women 

as well as men; “We have plucked, shaved, starved, veiled, corseted, sanded, lifted, and silicone 

our bodies as we learn to objectify them and ourselves”.32 

 

4.3 Sexuality and gender 
There are many theories about how women became seen as inferior to men. As we will see in 

Chapter 5. Previous Research, Eisler describes how in Paleolithic and Neolithic societies in 

Europe, women were revered for their ability to create life. 33 They had important positions 

within society, as heads of clans and priestesses. Eisler argues that this ended when nomads 

from the north swept through Europe, worshiping a male warrior Gods, and annihilated most 

of the goddess religions. 34 

Jantzen mentions another important event which appears to have contributed to the 

change in women’s status; a drama written by Aeschylus during the Greek antics. In this drama, 

a man is freed for the murder of his birthed mother on the argument that mothers are not parents. 

This was in a society where murder of one’s own family was punishable. However, as the 

                                                
30 Jantzen, 1995;32-33 
31 Jantzen, 1995;35 
32 Griffin, 1999;75 
33 Eisler, 2005;24-28 
34 Eisler, 2005;44-45 
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characters in the play state, the woman is merely a womb to carry the male seed and is therefore 

not a parent. Only the father is a parent as fathers can give life to children without the female. 

Forth comes Athena, who had been born from Zeus’s head. This is seen as proof that women 

are not parents to their children, and are therefore not protected by the family law. Jantzen 

suggests that the problem with the drama is that it reflects the Greek society of its time, as 

dramas typically did, and how this would change the maternal lineage to paternal lineage. 35 

In Christianity women were silenced. They became accused of each bearing Eve’s sin, 

having deceived the first man Adam. Women were seen as wicked. A letter attributed to Paul 

made this very clear: 

 
Let woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have 

authority over men; she is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was 

not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet woman will be saved 

through bearing children, if she continues in faith and love and holiness, with modesty. (1 Tim. 

2:12-15) 

 

Jantzen writes that women – all women – were seen as responsible for sin and should therefore 

keep quiet. Tertullian believed that all women were Eve, and hence, all women were evil.36 

 
And do you not know that you are (each) Eve? The sentence of God on this sex of yours lives in 

this age: the guilt must of necessity live too. You are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer 

of that (forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter of the divine law: you are she who persuaded 

him whom the devil was not valiant to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On 

account of your desert – that is, death – even the Son of God had to die. And do you think about 

adorning yourself..? 37 

 

Jantzen writes that women were seen as bearing the responsibility of the evil in the world. It 

would not be appropriate that women – with their natural evilness – should have spiritual 

aspirations. Man, however, was not evil. It was not him who caused sin, and his spirituality 

could save women too. Women could not be spiritual themselves, but by obeying men – who 

were given the right to control women – women too could be saved. 38 

                                                
35 Jantzen, 1995;30 
36 Jantzen; 1995;47 
37 Jantzen; 1995;47 
38 Jantzen; 1995;47 
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 One of Jesus’s disciples, Simon, asked that Mary leave the disciples because she was a 

woman. To this Jesus replied “Behold, I myself shall lead her so as to make her male, that she 

too may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes herself male will 

enter the kingdom of heaven”. 39 Jantzen highlights that with this thinking, something happens. 

There is an affirmation that only males, not females, are capable of spirituality. However, Mary 

is capable of spirituality, and therefore she is male. Jantzen argues that it was easier to argue 

that spiritual women were male, than to admit that women were capable of spirituality in their 

own right.40  

 A person who had great influence on medieval Christianity was Pseudo-Dionysius, an 

author who, for hundreds of years, was believed to be one of Paul’s converts. According to 

Jantzen Pseudo-Dionysius wrote many texts and letters and valued hierarchy and secrecy. He 

wrote that the sacred and mystical should be inaccessible to the hoi polloi because everyone is 

not sacred and because he believed knowledge is not for everyone. Pseudo-Dionysius wanted 

to differentiate between what belongs to the common crowd from things that unify hierarchy. 

As Jantzen points out, there is no place for women in this hierarchy. In fact, he does not even 

mention women in his texts and he writes in terms of males only.41 

 

4.4 Witches and heretics 
Jantzen argues that the control over who is spiritual culminated in the witch hunting and 

execution of witches and heretics in the Middle Ages. The Church set out to eliminate so called 

false mysticism: heresy, witchcraft and other animalities.42 

 According to Jantzen, witches and heretics were people who claimed to have direct 

experience of the divine, but who were deemed as false by the Church. Often heretics were 

persons who spoke up against corruption in the Church, it’s doctrine and practice. The Church 

declared that heretics experiences were demonic illusions and that witches had supernatural 

encounters not with God, but with the devil. Often these experiences were claimed to be sexual. 

During this time mystical experiences, such as visions, were always believed to have a 

supernatural source. It was never seen as a psychological state, such as it may be seen today. If 

a person had a mystical experience and it was deemed false by the church, the vision must be 

of a demonic nature. Jantzen explains how true mysticism was distinguished from false.43 

                                                
39 Gospel of Thomas, logion 114 
40 Jantzen, 1995;52 
41 Jantzen, 1995; 96-97 
42 Jantzen, 1995;243 
43 Jantzen, 1995;244-245 
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[…] as the church was the mystical body of Christ, so the devil was deemed also to have a 

mystical body; namely the heretics. As the church was the mystical bride of Christ, so the witches 

engaged in foul marital pacts and sexual orgies with the devil. And as the church was obliged to 

fight for Christ against the wickedness of Satan, so it was required to seek to reclaim all who 

were in his grip. Where this was impossible, however (and in most cases this could be expected 

to be the case, given the strength of the enemy) it would be the duty of the church and state to 

exterminate all who were infected by the Satanic plague and thus to purify society from its 

contamination.44 

 

During the Middle Ages, the Church made accusations against a whole variety of groups. The 

same way that early Christianity had been accused of orgies, incest, infanticide, and 

cannibalism, the Church began accusing other groups who were seen as a threat. Many times, 

these were Christian fringe groups who criticized the Church and wanted reform. The Church 

reacted by naming the groups heretics and killing their members.45 

 The majority of those accused of witchcraft were women, between 75 and 90 percent, 

across different regions in Medieval Europe. Jantzen writes that the churchmen already believed 

women were oversexualized, evil and rationally and morally inferior to men. Women were seen 

as less spiritual, and therefore, they would more easily submit to the devil. Specific gender-

related roles also made women more vulnerable to accusations; such as cooks, healers and 

midwifes.46 

 But it was mostly poor women who were accused of witchcraft; and of them many were 

widows or single women. Jantzen refers to Marianne Hestler, professor in Gender and Violence, 

who suggests there was an economic reason for the witch-hunt as well. At the same time, poor 

women were seen as burdens to society by those who were developing the economy, or 

competition against men who were establishing business. Either way, women were seen as 

troublesome and were an easy target for removal.47 

Not everyone was convinced that witches existed. Jantzen describes how Physician 

William Harvey and author Reginald Scot before him, both believed women were weak and 

inferior to men and were particularly prone to hysteria or dysfunctional womb. Women who 

suffered from these issues might have believed they were witches and have visions of demons. 

                                                
44 Jantzen, 1995;244-245 
45 Jantzen, 1995;251-252 
46 Jantzen, 1995;251-270 
47 Jantzen, 1995;273-274 
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They were mentally ill and the mental illness was directly linked to their biological femaleness. 

For example, Scot explained that many of the accused witches were old because of menopause 

causing tempers to be trapped in their bodies and create images of demons. Younger women 

supposedly avoided this through their monthly menstruation.48 

 Another point Jantzen raises is that throughout time, as far back as to Aristotle, women 

were seen as passive and men as active. During the witch-hunting women witches were seen as 

active. They had sexual relationships with the devil, were a threat to the Church and people 

around them. By the seventeenth century, at the end of the witch-hunts, women were seen as 

passive once more; a passive vessel in procreation. As men took over traditionally female work, 

women were kept in the private domain, family-life and child-bearing while the husband 

dominated over her.49 

Jantzen has provided evidence for a consistent marginalization of women and their 

experiences. Through examples she has shown that there is power in deciding who is a mystic, 

and that power has traditionally been with the Church and its clergymen. Throughout history, 

not everybody had the privilege of calling themselves a mystic or spiritual, as this would 

threaten the power structure. Women have been less privileged, by being associated with the 

body and evil, while man was associated with the mind and spirit. 

As we have seen, Christianity has executed control over women and their spirituality. 

The men who had power and influenced the Church claimed women were less spiritual and 

often saw them as naturally evil. In the cases where women’s spirituality could not be denied, 

they were said to be spiritually male. In the analysis I will use this power theory which Jantzen 

used on Christianity, to analyze Neo-Paganism. 

 

Chapter 5. Previous Research 

There is a lack of studies on women’s experiences in Neo-Paganism. Much of the existing 

research looks at NRM, which is an umbrella term including New Age and fringe groups from 

the world religions. NRM is a large field and it doesn’t tell us enough about women in Neo-

Paganism. Therefore, much of the previous research listed in this chapter is a combination of 

books on Neo-Paganism and studies on NRM. 

                                                
48 Jantzen, 1995;274 
49 Jantzen, 1995; 275-277 
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Early feminists in Christianity and Judaism tried to reform the religions to become more 

female-friendly; admitting women into priesthood, rabbinate or ministry and using language 

that include women in hymns and prayer books. But soon women started pointing at the larger 

issues, the Biblical texts were found to be sexist, religious ethic only fit men’s experience and 

interest. Even God is only invoked in male terms. While some women stayed within 

Christianity and Judaism, many saw these issues as impossible to fix and left altogether.50 

Wendy Griffin writes that some of these women found Neo-Paganism to be nearly tailor-made 

for their feminist needs. At first Neo-Paganism attracted non-feminist women who became 

feminists after joining, and later it attracted feminists as well.51 

Griffin writes about Mary Daly, who was invited to be the first female preacher in 

Harward Memorial Church. During Daly’s sermon she said “We cannot really belong to 

institutional religion as it exists. It isn’t good enough to be token preachers…Singing sexist 

hymns, praying to a male god breaks our spirit, makes us less than human. The crushing weight 

of this tradition of this power structure, tells us that we do not even exist”.52 With those words 

Daly walked out of the room and encouraged all the other women to follow her. Later in an 

article Daly said “The women’s movement will present a growing threat to patriarchal religion 

less by attacking it than by simply leaving it behind. Few of the leaders in the [women’s] 

movement evince an interest in institutional religion having recognized it as an instrument of 

their betrayal”.53 

Michael T. Cooper suggests that in recent years the increase of immigrated religions 

and new religious movements has filled the religious marketplace with new religious identities 

that can compete with Christian identities.54 In this chapter, we will look at Neo-Paganism and 

a few of its more known groups; Wicca, Asatru and Druidism. First, I will look at research of 

women’s roles in Neolithic and Paleolithic Europe. I believe it is important to give a brief 

overview of this because it is in part this history that Neo-Paganism has ties to. History also 

shows us an alternative to Patriarchy and patriarchal religions, as we may see reflected in Neo-

Paganism. 

 

                                                
50 Griffin, 1999;29-30 
51 Griffin, 1999;25 
52 Griffin, 1999;30 
53 Griffin, 1999;30 
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5.1 Women in Neolithic and Paleolithic Europe 
Riane Eisler argues that men and women were equal in the Neolithic age. She describes how 

the emergence of female statues – sometimes depicting pregnant women – point towards the 

worship of a goddess. She suggests that women had a central and powerful role in the 

Paleolithic and Neolithic eras.55 Eisler argues that evidence supporting this theory is often 

disregarded because historical research was biased to the preexisting idea of male dominated 

hunter society. She argues that all evidence found to suggest that women had an important role 

in these societies became interpreted to fit in with this existing bias; statues of women were 

interpreted as items of pornographic use, and paintings of trees and plants were interpreted as 

weapons.56  

Eisler also suggests that these people believed that everything that gives human life, 

also gives all other life on the earth. They believed that we are all connected, humans and nature, 

life and death, and therefore everything must be treated with respect. 57 The example of Crete 

is given, where an advanced society of gynocentrism and worship of the feminine excisted. The 

goddess worship in Crete’s culture survived into historical time and provides an example of 

what Europe may have looked like if a goddess was worshiped.58 

Women had leading positions as priestesses and heads of clans. However, Eisler writes, 

it’s important to note that these societies were not a matriarchy; matriarchy implies female 

domination over men, but these were not ruling societies based on domination. Eisler points to 

evidence that while women had powerful positions, men were accomplished as well. She 

believes these societies were closer to equality between the genders than we are today.59 

Nomads from the north swept through Europe, ruled by powerful priests and warriors. 

They worshiped male warrior gods. Another warrior group arrived, the Hebrews. Eisler 

suggests that they too worshiped an angry god of war and imposed much of their ideology on 

the people they concurred. Eisler argues that what makes these nomadic groups so interesting 

is that they all had in common a social system where male dominance, male violence, and 

hierarchic and authoritarian social structures were the norm.60 

                                                
55 Eisler, 2005;xvi-xvii 
56 Eisler, 2005;3-4 
57 Eisler, 2005;19 
58 Eisler, 2005;39 
59 Eisler, 2005;24-28 
60 Eisler, 2005;44-45 
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In classical Greece many women had a sense of empowerment which western women 

lacked. This came from them meeting at religious celebrations and gatherings, honoring a 

female goddess, gaining a strong female identity, as Eisler puts it.61 

According to Griffin, Mary Daly researched the witch persecutions in the Middle Ages 

and labeled them as gynocide; the intentional murder of women. In Gyn/Ecology she describes 

the witch burnings as Sado-Ritual Syndrome. The burnings were nothing less than a pattern of 

abuse of women. Daly argues that witches were not burned because of worshipping a goddess 

in the woods or because they made herbal charms, but because they refused to submit to 

demanding and limiting roles, even though they knew this could kill them.62 

 

5.2 Neo-Paganism 
The primary source I use to describe Neo-Paganism is Margot Adler’s book Drawing down the 

moon; Witches, Druids, Goddess Worshippers and Other Pagans in America today. As the title 

mentions, the book is written about Neo-Paganism in America, not Europe. Adler is a Wiccan 

priestess and a journalist, and the book provides a comprehensive overview of Neo-Paganism 

for the beginner. It is worth mentioning that the book is dated, it was originally written in 1979 

and revised in 1997. Although written a few decades ago, it is still recommended to those who 

wish to learn about Neo-Paganism today, as it provides both history and analysis of the 

movement. 

 As we have already seen, Christianity inhibits a duality inherited from Plato. There is a 

view of a universe composed of opposites, which are always valued as either good or evil. The 

two stand against each other; body against soul; nature against human; woman against man. 

Starhawk explains that witchcraft attempts to overcome dualism. 

 
[…] polarities are in balance, not at war. Energy moves in cycles. At times, it flows outward, 

pushing us to change the world; at other times, it flows inward, transforming ourselves. It cannot 

be indefinitely exerted exclusively in one direction; it must always turn and return, push and 

pull, and so be renewed. If we label either end of the cycle as “wrong” or unnecessary, we cut 

ourselves off from any possibility for renewal or for the exercise of sustained power. We must 

win clear of the tendency to associate religion and spirituality with withdrawal from the world 

and the field of action. The Goddess is ourselves and the world–to link with Her is to engage 

actively with the world and all its problems.63 
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As we see from the quote above, Witchcraft holds a very different opinion on dualism than 

Christianity. Starhawk highlights the importance to avoid associating religion and spirituality 

with withdrawal from the world – a key belief within Christianity where the soul leaves the 

body and earth after death – as this creates dualistic thinking. 

Graham Harvey writes that in Neo-Paganism, diversity and pluralism are seen as natural 

and positive.64 The sacred and profane are both celebrated in Neo-Paganism. In contrast to 

Christianity, where these two are separated and set against each other – such as the body and 

soul, where we have seen that the soul is valued higher than the body – in Paganism everything 

is both sacred and profane. Paganism affirms the sacredness in all of life.65 

 There are no dogmas in Neo-Paganism. Sociologist Elizabeth Puttick suggests that it is 

the diversity of doctrine and praxis that is Neo-Paganisms strength.66 Neo-Pagans have a few 

beliefs in common. The goddess is pre-immanent and can be worshiped with or without a male 

consort. Creation is a unity in which all life forms are interconnected and of equal value. It is 

an earth-based spirituality which celebrates seasonal festivals and the human body is seen as 

sacred. Neo-Paganism is ritualistic and magic is practiced.67 

Puttick writes that one radical feature of the women’s spiritual movement is that their 

revelation experiences are legitimized, they don’t rely on male priesthood to monopolize and 

mediate revelations.68  She also suggests that many New Religious Movements (NRM) can be 

dangerous for young women who haven’t had the opportunity to develop a strong sense of self 

as there is often hierarchies. She references to Starhawk who argued that it is dangerous for 

women to drop their ego, arguing that women don’t receive anything in return for their 

surrender in an NRM. 69 Puttick appears to suggest that women should be empowered prior to 

joining an NRM. However, she is predominantly concerned with NRM’s with gurus and 

charismatic leaders, and not Neo-Paganism. Still, it may be useful to bring this forth as a 

possible hindrance in women’s empowerment. 

Inga Tøllefsen refers to Gilhus and Mikaelsson, as well as Stuart Rose, that at least half 

of Neo-Pagan practitioners are middle-aged and middle class, and almost three quarters are 
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women. 70 Frances Kostarelos references to Berger who has reported similar findings from the 

United States. Berger found that that most Neo-Pagan members are white, middle class, and 

well-educated. She identifies two groups within the movement, one which consists of men and 

women, both LGBTQ and heterosexual, and another group which is all-women.71 Similar 

results were found by James R. Lewis. Lewis has spent the past decade examining the 

demographics of NRM members through Anglophone census data and online 

survey/questionnaire data and found that the majority of the members were women.72 However, 

this is not the case for all traditions under the Neo-Pagan umbrella. An examination that Lewis 

and Inga Tøllefsen made on Anglophone census and survey data, including the Pagan Census 

(Revisited), found that Druidism, Heathenism, and Asatru are predominantly male, while 

Goddess worship and Witchcraft are predominantly female.73 This is consistent with Bloch’s 

claim that women identify themselves with images of the divine as female, symbols which can 

be found in the last two movements.  

Some Neo-Pagan movements are very liberal and don’t require that you subscribe to 

anything, while other require that you subscribe to many things. There is a widespread principle 

that one must not accept money for instructions in Neo-Paganism. Rabinovitch Lee Reid 

suggest in an article that this is a barrier made by Neo-Pagans to prevent the wholesale 

commercialization of their practice.74 

 

5.3 Wicca 
Wicca is usually dated to the 40’s or 50’s, when Gerald Gardner published two books about 

witchcraft. According to Puttick Gardner claimed that there was an unbroken chain of 

witchcraft going back to pre-Christian Europe, referring to Margaret Murray’s work. This claim 

has since been debunked many times. In 1951 the Witchcraft Act (which made witchcraft illegal 

in the United Kingdom) was repealed. Together, this led to a revival in witchcraft in the United 

Kingdom, and in the 60’s Wicca was brought to America by two of Gardner’s students.75 

 Adler writes that modern Wicca was greatly influenced by Margaret Murray’s writings. 

Murray was an Egyptologist, folklorist and anthropologist. In 1921 she published The Witch-

Cult in Western Europe. After studying trial documents from before the inquisition, she argued 

                                                
70 Tøllefsen; 291 
71 Kostarelos; 458 
72 Tøllefsen; 290-291 
73 Tøllefsen; 292 
74 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;531 
75 Puttick, 1997; 211-212 
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that witchcraft dated back to pre-Christian Europe. These pre-Christians worshiped a deity that 

was incarnated as a man, a woman or a two-horned beast. Murray believed this was primarily 

a fertility cult that celebrated life and death through the cycles of the seasons. Witches met at 

eight great festivals, or sabbaths, and general meetings, known as esbats, in covens of thirteen. 

The witches feasted, danced and had visions. Murray believed that all the things witches were 

accused of during the inquisition were correct, but that their god had been turned against them 

as the Christian devil.76 

Murray’s theories have received a lot of critique over the past few decades. According 

to Adler, Murray was criticized for using stories that may have been fabricated under torture, it 

was argued that she did not provide evidence that organized paganism survived or that sabbaths 

or that covens existed before the inquisition.77 Today her work is considered to be full of errors, 

but it has nonetheless influenced modern Wicca through Gardner’s work. 

Gardner wrote about a slightly different version of witchcraft. According to Adler he 

described the craft as a peaceful, happy nature religion. Covens were led by priestesses and they 

worshiped two primary gods; the god of the forest and what lies beyond, and the great triple 

Goddess of rebirth and fertility. Gardner describes that witches met nude and raised power from 

their bodies through chanting and dancing. They worshiped a goddess, celebrated eight pagan 

festivals and wished to tune in to nature. Adler writes that many insist that nudity was Gardners 

own invention as it was unsuitable in the cold and damp England. She believes that Gardner 

worked together fragments of ancient rites and traditions which may have been passed down to 

him through a coven, and filled the gaps with his own knowledge of magic. There is much 

controversy surrounding Gardner and it is unclear if he was truly initiated into an authentic 

ancient coven. It is also unclear how much – if any – of his teachings were his own inventions. 

Some scholars have dismissed him as a fraud altogether.78 

Adler writes that the Craft is so decentralized and each coven autonomous that no single 

definition applies to all Wiccans. She explains that most of those who join the movement do so 

in part because of its autonomy. There are no middle men. 79 

 

                                                
76 Adler, 1997;47-48 
77 Adler, 1997;48-49 
78 Adler, 1997;62 
79 Adler, 1997;99 
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5.4 Asatru 
As we have seen, Wicca is an inclusive religion which empowers both women and non-binary 

persons. But not all Neo-Pagan movements have this emphasis on the feminine. If we look at 

the Neo-Pagan movement called Asatru (also known as Odionism), this is far from being a 

feminist movement. Margot Adler writes in Drawing Down the Moon: Witches, Druids, 

Goddess Worshippers, and Other Pagans in America today that those who are part of the 

modern Asatru are more conservative than other Neo-Pagan movements. Many members are 

anti-feminist, anti-diversity in sexuality, anti-anarchism, and opposed to the mixing of races. 

There are fewer vegetarian members compared to other Neo-Pagan groups, and they drink more 

alcohol. 80 Adler made these observations in the mid-80’s, however I want to point out that the 

movement still struggles with at least some of these observations, as there is still clear 

overlapping between Nazism and Asatru. For example, The New York Times wrote an article 

in 2018 about Asatru’s ties to Nazism. The Nordic Asa Community spokesperson formerly held 

positions in the Swedish Democrats, a political party with known Nazi roots.81 Nazis have been 

known to use Nordic symbols for their cause, and the Asatru community has been under 

scrutiny for not taking a strong stance against Nazism. 

Asatru is predominantly male, but there are women who join this movement as well. 

Adler spoke to Alice Rhoades who is part of the movement and who explained that although 

the movement is patriarchal, there are female goddesses as well in Asatru, giving representation 

for women. One example is Freya, who is simultaneously a symbol of love and procreation, as 

well as a fierce warrior.82 This means that Freya has both traditional female and traditional 

masculine attributes. Alice Rhoades explains that Freya is not only a sex goddess and repeatedly 

pregnant, her fierce side must also be remembered; Freya tells men that they can be lovers AND 

fighters, Freya says the same thing to women83. Rhoades seems to believe that female attributes 

are not enough, Freya needs to imbody the masculine as well. Adler also points out that women 

in the ancient Norse culture had more freedom than women in both Rome and Greece.84 

 

                                                
80 Adler, 1997;278-279 
81 Who Owns the Vikings? Pagans, Neo-Nazis and Advertisers Tussle Over Symbols (electronic). 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/17/world/europe/vikings-sweden-paganism-neonazis.html (2020-03-10) 
82 Adler, 1997;281 
83 Adler, 1997;281 
84 Adler, 1997;281 
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5.5 Druidism 
Modern Druidism goes back to the1800’s. The movement started to grow in the United states 

in the 60s and 70s as a result of the Reformed Druids of North America (RDNA). Most of the 

Druid organizations in the United states have since evolved from the RDNA.85 

 Adler’s research on RDNA shows that it started as a joke. RDNA was founded as a 

protest against the obligation to attend religious services at Carleton College in 1963. To the 

founders’ surprise, the group grew and expanded far outside of the College. Today most Druid 

groups in the United States have ties to RDNA. It was never the intention of the founders that 

RDNA would grow into becoming a religion. They saw it as a philosophy and many of the 

rituals and tenets were written jokingly; the Early Chronicles of the Druids were written in a 

mock biblical style. Nonetheless, as the RDNA grew, some people saw it as a complete 

replacement for their traditional religions. Members began to worship the Earth-Mother and old 

gods and goddesses.86 

Druids revere nature and work actively with the energies of the earth. Most Neo-Pagan 

groups consider the earth sacred and nurtured, but Druids devotion to and study of nature is not 

found in other Neo-Pagan religions. Other Neo-Pagan groups – like Wicca – also revere nature; 

but it is more prevalent in Druidism. Sommerlad-Rogers explains that a key difference between 

Druidism and Wicca is that the majority of Druids are polytheists; while Wiccan rituals tend to 

be built around a male-female duality of a deity, Druids structure their rituals around 

polytheism, recognizing each deity as an individual entity. The largest difference between 

Druid groups worth naming is that American Druid groups tend to be more religious while 

British groups are more philosophical. But some RDNA groups in the United States have 

remained as philosophical, non-pagan groups, with members from different religions.87 

Adler writes that since the 80s, religious American Druids have attempted to create a 

new Druidism, away from RDNA, known as Ar nDraiocht Fein. The project has been led by 

Isaac Bonewits, and is not entirely Celtic or even Pan-Celtic, but Pan-European. It includes all 

the branches of the Indo-European culture and language tree. Bonewits believes that 

Paleopagan traditions have survived in woods and small villages in east Europe. In some of 

these villages people still dressed in long white robes and went to sacred groves to hold 

ceremonies as recently as World War I.88 
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Druidism shows us the inventive side of Neo-Paganism. While Wicca builds on the 

belief of an unbroken chain of European witches, Druidism goes the other way by building an 

entirely new religion. Adler explains that many of the Druid groups today are not like the Druids 

of the past, and this is not even their objective. Instead they mix sources, Celtic, Vedic and from 

other ancient traditions to create something entirely new.89 Graham Harvey reports that the 

majority of Druids in modern times are male, as they were in the past. 90 

According to Adler Ar nDraiocht Fein has laid out hierarchies and Bonewits makes all 

the final decisions. The group also incorporates a training system where members can progress, 

and even regress, in ranking depending on their level of knowledge. Since they believe that the 

Indo-European clergy was the intelligentsia of their culture, members of Ar nDraiocht Fein 

receive training in drama, music, psychic arts, physical and biological social sciences, 

counseling, communications, and health skills.91 

 

Chapter 6. Empowerment through Neo-Paganism 

In this chapter I will analyze the empirical data, contrasting Neo-Paganism against a simplified 

image of Christianity using Jantzen’s feminist interpretation of Foucault’s Power theory. The 

analysis has been split into two parts. Firstly, I will present the survey and interviews in 

subsection 6.1 Introduction to the data. The purpose of this section is to provide a background 

which can help us understand the analysis that follows in the next subsection. 6.2 Analysis is 

where the analysis takes place, referring back to subsection 6.1 Introduction to the data, as well 

as Chapter 4 Theory and Chapter 5 Previous Research. 

 

6.1 Introduction to the data 
This subsection provides an overview of the survey and interviews. First the survey results are 

provided and discussed, followed by an introduction to each of the four informants; Violet, 

Maria, Bryn and Belatimara. 

 

6.1.1 Survey 
Women and Their World Views is an online survey where women are asked questions about 

their religiosity, spirituality (or lack of), if they are feminists and their opinions about gender in 
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society. A random sample of 332 women answered the survey which was published as a Google 

form through Facebook advertisement. This way the survey could be shared and completed 

online through a link and reach a large number of women in Europe. 

 Women from different religious backgrounds have completed the survey.  62 of 332 

women who took part in the survey describe being spiritual or agnostic (including believing in 

karma). 109 women identified as Christian, Muslim, Jewish or Pagan. Of the 109 women who 

subscribe to a religion, ten women are critical towards their existing religious institutions or 

communities, stating that they don’t believe in the Church, the Bible, dogmas, or state that they 

participate in Church and holidays but don’t believe in God. This suggests that there is a gap, 

where nearly one in ten women call themselves religious while at the same time not believing 

in one of the key aspects of their religion due to perceived lack of representation. Below are 

two examples that highlight how some women feel about empowerment in their religion and 

religious communities. 

 
No, all the religions have very harsh view towards women and we are always looked down at, 

because of the first sin. [sic] 

 
I do not know about any existing religion that epowers or benefits women. People would have to 

come up with a new religion that empowers women, which I think is a questionable idea in itself 

(the coming up with yet another religion). [sic] 

 

The purpose of looking at this survey is to ask women if they feel empowered in their religious 

communities. As we will soon see, the survey has been useful to understand that there is a lack 

of representation for women in institutional religions. Many of the women report feeling 

unrepresented in religions that they feel are controlled by men. 

 

6.1.2 Violet 
Violet is a Neo-Pagan in the USA. She calls herself eclectic pagan, which means that she has 

created her own spirituality based on traditions she learned throughout her life. She is initiated 

in New Orleans Voodoo but is currently not an active member within her group. 

Growing up, Violet’s dad was an atheist and her step-mom was a Neo-Pagan. Her father 

wanted to give her the freedom to choose what she believes in. Even though he was an atheist 

himself, he didn’t want to force atheism on her the way his Christian family had forced 

Christianity on him. Violet and her dad joined her step mom at Neo-Pagan festivals when she 
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was six years old, and she says that she has been a Neo-Pagan ever since. At the time she was 

part of the Connecticut Wiccan Network. The community covered the whole state, and its 

members would gather for all the major sabbaths, about six to ten times per year. 

Violet found her specific part in a larger event in the Harvest Home Gathering in 

Connecticut. This is also where she met her husband. The New Orleans Voodoo tradition is 

mostly oral tradition; stories are passed down and changed throughout time. And there are no 

holy texts or dogmas. There are groups, just like Wiccans have covens, they have houses. There 

is a lot of music and dance and their practice is very dance centric. They have both gods and 

goddesses. Violet explains that although she is not involved in the group at the moment, a group 

is like family and she still receives information from them. At the moment she practices rituals 

with close friends. 

I asked Violet how people react when she tells them that she is pagan. The reactions are 

mixed, some people recognize that they have read about paganism and know a bit about it, 

while others say they will pray for her and insist that she should believe in Jesus instead. The 

responses are not hostile, but Violet believes this is because she avoids mentioning that she is 

initiated in New Orleans Voodoo. She thinks there are many misconceptions about Voodoo and 

prefers to only mention that she is Pagan. 

Violet has been a Neo-Pagan for most of her life, so I ask how people’s reactions to her 

being Pagan have changed throughout time. The main difference, she says, is that people take 

her more seriously now than when she was a child. When she was a teenager people assumed 

that she was going through a rebellious phase and that she didn’t know what paganism was. A 

difference is also that as an adult she has grown a thicker skin and learned to not care about 

what other people think. 

 

6.1.3 Maria 
Maria is a Wicca practitioner in the Gardner tradition in Sweden. She first learned about 

Paganism from watching Buffy The Vampire Slayer as a child, but started exploring Neo-

Paganism much later, in her twenties. Maria grew up in a Christian Orthodox family, however 

neither of her parents were believers, and she was baptized based on tradition rather than 

religion. At 22 or 23 years old, Maria started to read about Paganism, driven by curiosity. At 

first, she did not practice the sabbaths, but after some time, when she started to feel comfortable, 

it felt natural to do this. 
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Maria is a solitary Wiccan, which means that she is not initiated into a coven. She has 

been visiting a coven for the past year and a half, and may become initiated there in the future. 

She points out that this is not taken for granted, because both sides need to feel a good personal 

chemistry for an initiation to happen. Just as one can’t become a priest in a Christian church in 

one week, it is not possible to join a coven quickly either, Maria explains. One must become 

educated and to feel safe, she adds. 

I asked Maria why she decided to become a Wiccan. She explains that she has always 

been interested in unusual things, and when she read about Wicca it felt like she came home. It 

was in line with her values, how she thinks and how she views the world. She explains that in 

Wicca you see everything as circular, as everything is recurring.  

 
And if you think about [it] the seasons [are] recurring. And this with life and death, you don’t 

know. Most Wiccans believe in some kind of reincarnation, but ... we don't know, really. But I 

also think like this, when we die and the body decays, my cells spread to the grass and the insects 

that eat. And in this way the body lives on. What happens to the soul I do not know. But yes, that 

everything goes in a circle. This is kind of what I felt I was in agreement with. My thoughts. And 

then I realized that oh shit there is a religion! And I have never seen myself as religious. I grew 

up in a secular home. [sic] 

 

6.1.4 Bryn 
Bryn lives in the UK and grew up in a household that was broadly Pagan. She joined the Pagan 

Federation at 18, and learned about Druidry through there after reading a Pagan Dawn 

Magazine at 25. She describes that when she found out what the term meant, she realized the 

path brought together many things she had been doing, and that she had always belonged there. 

As a child, Bryn attended a Church of England primary school, but never felt Christian. Even 

as a small child she thought that many things didn’t make sense. 

Over the years, Bryn has been in a number of Druid groups. Her original grove is 

OBOD, where she studied and mentored for a few years. She was also active with Druid Camp 

for a while, and found and organized a group called Bards of the Lost Forest; a group that met 

up to do rituals together for a few years. Bryn used to volunteer for The Druid Network and she 

was part of James Nichol's Contemplative Druidry movement; she sat with him every month 

for years and contributed to the book. Currently she is not a member of any group, but spends 

time outside with her family. She also does a lot of Druidry through volunteering for The 

Woodland Trust and through bardic performance. She reports that she is involved with The 

Pagan Federation; she writes for Pagan Dawn and contributes to online events. 
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6.1.5 Belatimara 
Belatimara lives in France and has been a Druid for 17 years. She began learning about Druidry 

out of interest but never expected to become a Druid herself. I just wanted to learn, she explains. 

Belatimara already knew a few Druids and used this opportunity to learn more from them. 

Eventually she contacted the OBOD to learn more. At first it was not a religion to her, but a 

way to be in tune with nature. She celebrated the eight sabbaths with a candle, a meal and a 

prayer. Once she began to join other Druids for real rituals, it began to feel like her religion. 

 
The power of the group during a ritual is sometimes amazing. In my mind, there is something 

more. [sic] 

 

At a festival in Brittany she met a German Druid who she felt in tune with. Since then, they 

organized a few festivals together to talk about druidism, and now they work together on 

different projects. 

Nature has characterized Belatimara’s life from a young age. As a child she was 

sensitive towards nature. She studied biology, geology and oceanography, and eventually 

became a naturopath. Today she teaches naturopathy to others. 

 
So, Nature is the central point in my life and I wanted to be in tune with nature, so the druidism 

was an evidence. [sic] 

 

Belatimara’s parents are Christian, but not practicing. She left Christianity because she felt 

there were a lot of contradictions in the texts and the Church, and last year she wrote a letter to 

renounce Christianity altogether. 

 Today Belatimara is part of two groups, one is with a group of friends in France, and 

one is a German group called Comardiia Druuidiacta Germanica. They practice together 

during festivals and are invited by other groups to practice rituals together. 

 

6.2 Themes of empowerment 
The analysis in this subchapter has been split into five themes that emerged from the data; 

Sexuality and gender, Institutionalization, Interpretation and spirituality, Family, and 

Leadership, authority and power-structures. Each theme provides a discussion and analysis of 

the survey results, interviews and literature. Finally, each theme discusses how Jantzen’s 
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feminist development of Foucault’s power theory applies to the examples provided, and a 

simplified image of Christianity is mirrored against the empirical data. 

 

6.2.1 Sexuality and gender 
As I have previously mentioned, there is a need to include gender and sexuality into religious 

studies. In this subsection, I will use answers from the survey and data from other researchers 

to argue why this is the case. 

As we have seen argued by Tiina Rosenberg – who describes Butler’s ideas on gender 

and sexuality – expressions and ideas around gender and sexuality are not stagnant, they evolve 

over time. I would also argue that it can be an important part of how people identify themselves. 

Inga Tøllefsen quotes Ursula King on the need include gender studies when writing about 

women; 

 
[…] at present, gender studies are still mainly focused on women because women have been 

voiceless for so long. Throughout most of human history there has existed an asymmetry in the 

relations of power, representation, knowledge and scholarship between men and women. Thus, 

there exists a large agenda to be addressed in order to overcome women’s invisibility, 

marginalization and subordination in history and society.92 

 

This is why we may often see discussions about gender and sexuality in research about women, 

such as is the case in this thesis. Referencing Lisbeth Mikaelsson, Tøllefsen arites that feminism 

brings awareness of gender-blindness, male bias and androcentrism to scholarship, while 

making researchers attentive to women and gender as a topic.93 As the survey answers suggest, 

there is a need to include this thinking in religious studies. 

 From the survey answers, some of the women believe that the main issue with 

institutional religion is that it is controlled by men. Below are some of the answers to the 

question do you think religion or spirituality can empower/ benefit women? 

 
They can but they dont want too because most religios groups are cordinated by man and that 

woudnt benefit them. [sic] 

 

Yes if explained correctly not through men's eye. [sic] 
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I guess it's how you decide to look at it. Religions are mostly connected to history, and 

historically women have always been inferior to men. For me personally, i do not think that my 

religion empowers me as a woman. (is this why women started moving to modern spirituality?) 

[sic] 

 

I believe spirituality can both empower and benefit women. However, religion, as it exists, does 

not. In fact, it limits women to only certain roles (wife, mother) and doesn't give them room to 

grow. [sic] 

 

This confirms that institutionalized religions struggle with female representation and inclusion. 

A few women have reported that they feel empowered in institutionalized religions and 

religious communities, but they appear to be a small minority compared to those who report 

feeling unrepresented. 

This issue can be contrasted against being a woman in Neo-Paganism. Maria reports 

that Wicca in Sweden emphasizes on equality. While the priestess has the final say in every 

decision, there is a sense of equality and all the members are given the opportunity to vote and 

have their voices heard. 

 
Well, a coven should be democratic. At least I think so. And this I speak for all the covens. It 

should be democratic, and if you vote it can be oh what are we going to eat tonight. And so 

people say different things and then they vote for it. And so the high priestess says we should 

have meatballs and macaroni. But she must still have an leniency with what the majority wants. 

[sic] 

 

Maria explains that like priestesses and high priestesses rank slightly higher than their male 

counterparts, goddesses also have a higher rank than gods. Referencing to Berger, John J. 

Johnson write that in some areas of Neo-Paganism, there is a strong emphasis on the female, 

and male practitioners attempt to find their inner feminine natures. She writes that the feminine 

seems preferred to the male because there is a belief that the male qualities have led to the evils 

of patriarchy.94 

While female experiences have often been dismissed throughout history, as we have 

seen Jantzen describe the oppression of women and their mystical experiences during the 

Middle Ages – such as the idea that women can’t be religious in their own right – many women 

are religious. Tøllefsen refers to Gilhus and Mikaelsson, as well as Stuart Rose, who reported 
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that almost three quarters of NRM practitioners are women.95 Inga Tøllefsen discusses in 

Gender and New Religions different opinions on why there is such an overrepresentation of 

women in so many NRM. 

 
Some writers have pointed out that women are socialized to be more religious than men 

(e.g., Bruce and Trzebiatowska 2012; Walter and Davie 1998); other explanations vary from 

presentations based on sexual stereotyping of women’s attributed greater emotionality with 

religion, physical vulnerability, or lower social status than men—stereotypes that point to why 

women should be more inclined to the appeal of religion.96 

 

Jon Bloch suggests that another reason why women are drawn to NRMs is because women 

often (more than men) relate to the Goddess. The Goddess concerns them about gender 

inequality and is a way of acquiring self-validation. This can be achieved through the use of 

female images of the divine, and with which women identify themselves. Lee Reid and 

Rabinovitch point out that Bloch’s observation is consistent with Eller’s argument about 

empowerment through feminist spirituality. They write the following: 

 
Bloch's observations about the way in which his female participants talked about the Goddess is 

consistent with Cynthia Eller's discussion of the Goddess as a source of empowerment for 

spiritual feminists. “What the goddess does for women is to give them power in their femaleness, 

not apart from it, to make womanhood itself a powerful quantity. It is a divine redemption of 

femaleness”.97 
 

Women can identify themselves through goddesses and acquire representation this way. 

Through the goddess they become powerful in their femaleness. Both Wiccans and Goddess 

worshipers use a Goddess (or sometimes goddesses) as symbol, and this may be a way of 

becoming empowered as a woman. As Lewis and Tøllefsen have shown, Neo-Pagan groups 

with emphasis on the feminine (Witchcraft and Goddess Worship) have more female members 

than those who don’t (Druidism, Heathenism and Asatru).98 

Violet suggests that another reason why people seek out Paganism is for the same reason 

as herself; the struggle with just one god. She explains that the evil in the world can’t logically 

be explained with the existence of only one god. It is easier to believe that there are many gods 
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and they are as flawed as we are, causing good and bad. With polytheism comes acceptance of 

differences, while monotheism can create one-track thinking, she explains. Alkmene, a Wiccan 

priestess in New York, wrote something similar to Adler: 

 
A monotheistic religion seems analogous to the “one disease–one treatment” system still 

prevalent in modern medicine. When worshipers view deity in a single way this tends to feed 

back a homogenous image. The worshippers begin (1) to see homogeny as good and (2) to 

become homogenous themselves. Eccentricity becomes “evil” and “wrong”. Decentralization is 

seen as is seen as wrong since what is wrong for “A” cannot possibly be right for “B”. A 

polytheistic world view allows a wider range of choices. A person can identify with different 

deities at different times. Differences become acceptable, even “respectable”. 

The old pagan religions did not have much trouble seeing that many different names 

were “at heart” the same. Of course, their cultures and politics clashed, but they had relatively 

few holy wars. All of our wars seem to be holy wars of one kind or another.99 

 

As both Violet and Maria report, their experiences of Neo-Paganism is that it is welcoming 

towards everyone, including women and LGBTQ persons. Adler believes polytheism is more 

likely to encourage reverence for the earth. A monotheistic religion does not respect the things 

in front of us, and can therefore easily destroy them.100  

Violet explains that there has been an influx of gender fluid persons since she became 

Pagan. Because Neo-Pagan groups are inclusive and accept gender fluid people, Violet believes 

this attracts minorities. They find comfort in Neo-Pagan groups, where they can be themselves. 

Violet has a husband and a wife, and they are both part of different Neo-Pagan groups than 

herself. 

Neo-Pagans have a widely different relationship with the human body and sexuality 

than Christianity. Jantzen has argued how Christianity has been influenced by Plato’s dualistic 

thinking in regard to body and soul, sacred and profane, and good and evil. Plato saw women 

as being part of nature, merely a vessel for man’s offspring. He also believed that women 

prevent men from attaining intellectual fulfillment, as he believed men must choose between 

family or intellectual fulfillment. Because women were only seen as flesh, they could not 

become spiritual in their own right. However, as we have seen in this subsection, Neo-Paganism 

offers representation and empowerment to women through goddesses and important roles such 

                                                
99 Adler, 1997;34 
100 Adler, 1997;34 
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as priestesses. Women receive representation and even men strive towards connecting with 

their inner feminine. 

Monotheism creates monotheistic thinking, polytheism creates polytheistic thinking, as 

Violet and Adler’s informant priestess have suggested. The evil in the world can’t logically be 

explained with the existence of only one god; we need more deities to attribute different events 

to. While Christianity is shaped by dualism, these Neo-Pagan women appear to think in 

nuances. How does this empower women? Adler’s priest informant said that polytheistic 

thinking makes differences acceptable. Instead of dividing good and bad into two categories, 

such as men being good and women bad, the absence of duality shows more nuances to the 

question. Thus “good” is not only reserved towards the male sex. As both Violet and Maria 

report, their experiences of Neo-Paganism is that it is welcoming towards everyone; men, 

women and LGBTQ persons. Perhaps this is why Neo-Paganism attracts women and LGBTQ 

persons? 

From Jantzen’s theory, we have seen that behind the lack of women’s empowerment 

within Christianity, partially lies an idea that women can’t be spiritual. Women were seen as 

evil, carrying the sin of Eve, and women who were undeniably spiritual and virtuous, were seen 

as male; both by themselves and by others. While this may not be case today, women still can’t 

become priests and bishops or attain other influential roles in most of Christianity. In contrast, 

in Neo-Paganism the feminine is celebrated. The priestess, high priestess and goddess all have 

higher ranks than their male counterparts. Women are not only seen as spiritual, but they can 

even become examples for men, and they can become spiritual leaders of covens, groups and 

groves. 

 

6.2.2 Institutionalization 
As we have seen, Jantzen has suggested that the use of religious texts was a way for a powerful 

male elite to control what happens in the name of that religion.101 Access to God was kept 

within the Church, because if people realized that mystical experiences can be had by anybody 

outside the Church, this would threaten its power. Mystical experiences hence became 

institutionalized. This has appeared as an issue in the survey results as well, where some women 

have commented on institutionalized religion being based on a patriarchal system which does 

not empower women. In this subsection, I wish to compare the institutionalization of the Church 

against Neo-Pagan movements by presenting a range of different arguments from scholars on 

                                                
101 Jantzen, 1995;60 
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Neo-Paganism being a liberal and deinstitutionalized movement, backed up by the interview 

responses. 

Lee Reid and Rabinovitch suggest that the decentralization of Neo-Paganism is a 

fundamental part of the movement and provides people with a sense of identity that doesn’t 

depend on power structures. However, they suggest that there is, at the same time, a push toward 

institutionalization within the Neo-Pagan movement. There is a desire for formalized 

organizations which deliver services to the Neo-Pagan community; such as lobbying, 

information coordination, spiritual counseling, pagan training and education, chaplaincy, and 

social organizing. Through increased institutionalization, the Neo-Pagans could become 

recognized as a religious organization and perhaps even spared from the discrimination they 

face. However, as Lee Reid and Rabinovitch have pointed out, this is a challenged desire and 

not all Neo-Pagans agree on increased institutionalization.102 They also reference to Helen 

Berger who sees this move as an inevitable outcome as the Neo-Pagan movement grows and 

followers wish to include their families.103 Berger suggests that once people have children, their 

participation decreases and they rely more on community events. As a result, those events need 

to be altered to accommodate increasingly multigenerational participants. In turn, she suggests, 

this increasing routinization, which in turn increases institutionalization.104 

Cynthia Eller carried out a study on feminist spirituality, an area which overlaps with 

Neo-Paganism. She focuses on women who express feminist ideas in a spiritual framework, 

using their sex and gender as a source for theology and empowerment. They celebrate a 

Goddess and the aspects of inner divinity. Eller argues that the appeal of a feminist spirituality 

can be explained by the deprivation theory. She argues that women, and especially white, 

middle-class women, still haven’t achieved equality with men, despite a century of activism. 

Women are brought up with the same aspirations and expectations, but no legitimate or socially-

acceptable way of attaining these goals. Therefore, she suggests, women are attracted to a 

spiritual feminism where the goals can be attained. Lee Reid and Rabinovitch suggest that if 

Eller is correct, “spiritual feminism may well be doing exactly what its critics charge—seducing 

women into trading the hope of real political power for a sense of spiritual power that is belied 

by women's actual status”.105 This is a troubling claim, because it suggests that spiritual 

                                                
102 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;529 
103 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;529 
104 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch;526 
105 Lee Reid & Rabinovitch; 517-518 
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empowerment is less important than political empowerment, on grounds of being a private issue 

instead of a public one, without considering the importance it has for the women in question. 

I asked Maria why she wishes to join a coven, after being a solitary Wiccan for many 

years. 

 
Community, development. Yes, I suppose that's the main thing. Because it becomes a kind of 

personal development, and development in a group as well, and community. [sic] 

 

Both Belatimara and Bryn began their Druidry through the OBOD (Order of Bards, Ovates & 

Druids). OBOD provides courses in Druidry with three grades; the Bardic grade, the Ovate 

grade, and the Druid grade.106 On their website the OBOD writes the following:  

 
It is important to understand that the Order is a Mystery School, an Initiatic School, and if we 

instituted voting for decision-making the work of the Order would grind to a halt. Every day I, 

Stephanie, Damh, Susan (now Steve Hounsome), the mentors, people running groups, take 

decisions – lots and lots of them – and the Order grows and flourishes. Nobody is waiting for 

the next committee meeting, nobody is waiting for a vote. When there is voting, the atmosphere 

created by this way working becomes competitive and political.107 

 

While the OBOD is an organization, it is disorganized and unstructured, which they attribute 

to being a feminine attribute. 

 
So if you have an idea, or want to help, there are no committees to contact, no rules to follow. 

Just communicate your ideas to your mentor, to Touchstone, to the office, to me, or to your grove 

or seed-group. Anyone, any member at whatever grade is welcome to make proposals, offer their 

time or skills or energy in whatever way they wish. 108 

 

To summarize, Lee Reid and Rabinovitch, and Helen Berger have noticed a push towards 

institutionalization, at least in North America, where families take part in Neo-Pagan festivities. 

In Europe this move towards institutionalization may not be actual; or at least not according to 

the empirical data I have gathered for this thesis. This shows us again how decentralized Neo-

                                                
106 The order of Bards Ovates and Druids (OBOD) (electronic). https://druidnetwork.org/ (2020-04-22) 
107 The Order as a Five Dimension Network (electronic) https://druidry.org/about-us/order-five-dimensional-
network (2020-04-22) 
108 The Order as a Five Dimension Network (electronic) https://druidry.org/about-us/order-five-dimensional-
network (2020-04-22) 



Ana-Marija Spajic   Spring 2020 
UPPSALA UNIVERSITY  Master Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict 
Department of Theology  Master thesis, 30 credits 
 

 43 

Paganism is, as it varies greatly between countries and cultures. The power does not lie within 

a central power structure, but is shaped by its members and their needs. If we contrast this 

against Jantzen’s description of the Medieval Church, and its fear of losing their position of 

power, such powerful institutions don’t exist in Neo-Paganism. Organizations that do exist, 

such as the OBOD, serve a different purpose, to educate their members. In fact, OBOD pride 

themselves at being disorganized and unstructured. 

 

6.2.3 Interpretation and spirituality 
When speaking to the informants it became clear that Neo-Paganism leaves room for 

individuals to develop their own world-views, as we will see in this subsection. Witches from 

the same Wicca coven can for example worship different goddesses and gods. Druids, Wiccans, 

Asatru, and others, can join in rituals together, despite being vastly different. We will also look 

at the diversity within Neo-Paganism and how members report having different experiences. 

Margot Adler has described Neo-Pagan movements as autonomous, seldom having gurus or 

masters, and with few temples. Some Neo-Pagans are agnostic, while others think of gods and 

goddesses’ as ethereal beings and others as archetypes, symbols, powers or “something deep 

and strong within the self to be contacted”, as Adler puts it.109 First I will share the results from 

the survey Women and Their World Views, in order to make clear some of the important 

differences between women’s experiences in institutional religions and Neo-Paganism. 

When asking the surveyed women if they believe religious institutions empower or 

benefit women, 47 women said yes, and 275 said no. The main critiques are a lack of female 

representation, misinterpretation of the sacred texts and that the religions are interpreted 

through the eyes of men. 
 

Yes, but not through organized religion only if one is true to original teaching. [sic] 

 
Institutionalized religion today is based on a patriarchal system and it rarely empowers women. 

On the other hand, in Islam - the idealistic form found almost solely on books - I found fairness, 

liberation from oppressing social norms, opportunities. I chose it as my faith but I'm not really 

involved in the Muslim community 
😕

 [sic] 

 
I am not a religious person only because it is all about the men. I would have liked to be part of 

a church or something that bases on the importance of woman for the evolution of our kind. (and 

the priest to be a woman, too many men think this is a position only for them) [sic] 

                                                
109 Adler, 1997;20 
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Many of the survey participants argue that religion, if interpreted correctly or differently, can 

empower women. They suggest that it is incorrect interpretations and society which are the 

cause of the discrimination found within different religions. [sic] 

 
As a Muslim woman I do believe that Islam benefits women, if interpreted correctly. 

Unfortunetly, it is very often interpreted in the wrong way and many women have been victims 

of ignorance of true religious values. [sic] 

 

Christianity (when practiced correctly) definitely does. The Bible, which all Christians believe 

to be the inspired word of God, actually makes it clear that in the eyes of God, there's no 

distinction of value between men and women. Therefore, if we're equal in the eyes of God, it 

would be a sin to not treat someone equally based on their gender. [sic] 

 

The responses from the surveyed women show that a lack of representation and a perceived 

misinterpretation of the sacred texts is a disadvantage to women. As Jantzen has argued; 

Christianity has seen women as inferior to men for hundreds of years, believing women were 

not capable of spirituality in their own right, and women often identified as male for their 

spirituality to be validated. The replies from the surveyed women show that women still 

experience a lack of opportunities and representation in monotheistic religions. 

In contrast, Violet writes that Neo-Pagans are free to believe what they choose to 

believe. She explains that she calls herself an eclectic pagan, which means that she has created 

her own spirituality based on selected teachings which she has learned throughout her life. 

Within Neo-Paganism, people from different groups mix with each other – Druids, Asatru, 

Wiccans and others join in rituals – and rituals are open to everyone, even those of other faiths. 

Violet tells me that her Christian friends have joined rituals out of curiosity. Belatimara’s Druid 

group joins other Druid groups for rituals. Maria tells me about pub moots in Sweden where 

Neo-Pagans of different beliefs meet up over a beer or coffee. Neo-Paganism is very diverse. 

Violet explains that there are no dogmas or scripts that unite everyone and this becomes clear 

when we consider how different experiences these women have had. 

Maria tells me that some Wiccans use non-Wiccan tools, such as tarot and runes. She 

highlights that the tools are not Wiccan even if Wiccans use them, but they can be used 

nonetheless. 
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You are not limited to not doing other things, but then it is not counted as being Wicca. It is 

something else. I study Science of Religion, and we are writing our B-essay now as well. I can 

say that the best study spot here in Linköping where I live is the Cathedral. So, I usually sit in 

the Cathedral and study, even though I don’t see myself as a Christian. And sometimes I buy and 

light a candle in the church, which I think is nice. But then it is not something Wiccan, it is 

something else. [sic] 

 

Margot Adler suggests that many individuals seek spirituality outside of patriarchal religions 

and join Neo-Pagan movements because of its emphasis on goddess worship.110 In Neo-

Paganism the divine is often seen as female, and the feminine is not thought of as evil; here, 

instead, the feminine is something positive. It becomes a source of representation for women. 

Palmer believes that there is a possibility that NRM’s are fulfilling a function for women similar 

to tribal or traditional rites of passage. She suggests that “modern women voluntarily participate 

in these new religious rites of initiation in order to heal past wounds or in a quest for interior 

psychological growth”.111 Similar conclusions are made by Petra Junus who researches goddess 

worship in Sweden. Junus writes in Den levande gudinnan that women need rituals for modern 

situations like abortions, divorce and assault as it creates the opportunity to heal past wounds. 

112 This may perhaps partially explain the increase of LGBTQ persons in Neo-Paganism. 

 In Neo-Paganism the divine is often seen as female. Some Neo-Pagans use a 

combination of male and female deities – like Maria – while other Neo-Pagans only worship 

female deities. Violet worships a female goddess named Yamaya, and she speaks about 

“returning to the mother”. Yamaya, the ocean mother, is a central deity in New Orleans Voodoo. 

Maria currently worships the goddess Khali and the god Pan, but she has worshiped 

more goddesses than gods since becoming Wiccan. I asked her why she worships those two 

deities at the present. 

 
Maria: It's them who came to me. I didn’t choose. It's them who showed up. [sic] 

 

Ana-Marija: In what way? [sic] 

 
Maria: Among other things through meditations, and dreams, they have shown themselves. It's 

the simple answer. But I have also had others, including goddesses, and then they shown 

themselves depending on what phase of life I was in. [sic] 

                                                
110 Adler, 1997;22 
111 Palmer; 384 
112 Junus, 1995;47 
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She explains that the deities show themselves to her in dreams and meditations, and different 

deities appear depending on what phase of life she is in. The relationship she has to the deities 

is an interaction, she explains. 

 
Yes, so, it’s a communication. They... it's difficult to explain. But let’s say like this, that I dedicate 

my time to you, and I seek you, and then I would like something back too, because I spend my 

time on you. Yes, that is, on a God or a Goddess. So it's an interaction, that’s what I think. Then 

there are those who only think of it as worship, but I see it as an interaction. [sic] 

 

If we consider Jantzen’s theory again, witches and heretics were people who claimed to have 

direct experience of the divine, but who were deemed as false by the Church. The majority of 

those accused of witchcraft were women; between 75 and over 90 percent. Women were also 

seen as less spiritual than men and would more easily submit to the devil. A later psychological 

explanation of witches by William Harvey, and Reginald Scot, was that women were weak and 

prone to hysteria. Those who believed they were witches were deemed mentally ill. Finally, 

Jantzen has argued, women were traditionally seen as passive vessels. Being a witch, entering 

into a pact with the devil and making curses meant women were suddenly active, and this was 

a threat to the status quo of the time, possibly adding fuel to the witch hunts. After the 

inquisition, women took on a passive role once more, dominated by their husbands while caring 

for the family. 

In contrast, we have seen above that Neo-Paganism leaves room for individuals to 

interpret and develop their own world-views, choose their own deities and use whichever tools 

suits them. A Wiccan can for example use Astrology or runes, despite these tools not being 

Wiccan. More importantly, Neo-Pagans can have direct access to the divine; one or many 

deities. There is no need to go through an institution or organization in order to access the 

divine. Neo-Pagans from different traditions can join together in rituals, while worshipping 

different deities and using different tools.  

Jantzen has argued that throughout history, not everybody had the privilege of calling 

themselves a mystic or spiritual, as this would threaten the power structure of the Church, and 

women have been less privileged, by being associated with the body and evil. While seeing 

deities could mean death during the inquisition, or mental illness due to female weakness in 

more recent times, in Neo-Paganism this does not appear to be a strange phenomenon. Maria 

has shared that different deities come to her in her dreams and meditations, depending on where 
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she is in her life. She sees this as the opportunity to interact with and worship new deities, and 

she believes this is why they came to her. 

Fuller refers to Professor of religion David Miller, who like many Neo-Pagans and 

spiritualists use Jungian symbols to describe spirituality. Fuller writes that Carl G. Jung 

believed that God is an archetype; an inner experience, the experience of the self.113 According 

to Adler Neo-Pagans view deities in different ways, as some members are agnostic, some think 

of deities as ethereal beings, archetypes, symbols, powers or something deep within the self. 114 

A woman wrote to Adler and her description is useful to illustrate this. 

 
I do not believe in gods as real personalities on any plane, or in any dimension. Yet, I do believe 

in gods as symbols or personifications of universal principles. The Earth Mother is the primal 

seed – source of the universe…I believe in gods perceived in nature; perceived as a storm, a 

forest spirit, the goddess of the lake, etc. Many places and times of the year have a spirit or power 

about them. Perhaps, these are my gods.115 

 

As we can see from the previous material, Neo-Paganism is greatly diverse and members have 

different experiences. 

Adler believes that those who have joined neo-Pagan movements already have an inner 

strength or spark. Even those who have joined feminist movements from diverse backgrounds 

were already strengthened by the feminist movement, consciousness-raising groups, or 

experiences like divorce, separation and sexuality.116 However, as I have mentioned, Manon 

Hedenborg-White and Inga Tøllefsen report that Neo-Paganism attracts people who are 

“dissatisfied with the gender roles in society or their previous religions”.117 This suggests that 

at least some members join Neo-Pagan movements not because they are already empowered, 

but because they seek empowerment. Violet and Maria have both suggested the same, 

explaining that because Neo-Paganism is very inclusive of LGBTQ persons, it attracts these 

minorities. 

 

                                                
113 Fuller 2008;80-81 
114 Adler, 1997;20 
115 Adler, 1997;35 
116 Adler, 1997;37 
117 Hedenborg-White & Tøllefsen, 8 
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6.2.4 Family 
I have asked all participants about their experiences with families and children participating in 

celebrations and rituals, and received different responses. As Bryn points out, if families aren’t 

welcome in celebrations, then many mothers are unable to attend. She writes that paganism 

varies a lot in terms of how it treats children and families, and explains that Druidry on the 

whole is inclusive. 

 
Back when i was running events, I had a small child of my own and i always made sure that 

families were welcome. I'm aware that excluding children most often means excluding mothers, 

which i don't like at in any situation, but strikes me as especially offensive for a nature based 

religion. Pub moots are terrible for excluding families, and there are a lot of pub moots in the 

UK. You can't have real community unless there is also room for women, and for families. I feel 

really strongly about this one, and that we should not assume a woman with children should 

leave her children in the care of someone else in order to participate. [sic] 

 

Violet first came in contact with Neo-Paganism as a child, by joining her Pagan step-mother at 

festivals. She tells me that in their group, and many others, children are welcomed and join in 

rituals to the extent they can. Different groups may have different attitudes towards children, 

but their group is very open towards families. 

 In Sweden minors are banned from most Wicca covens with the motivation that A, the 

covens wish to avoid conflicts with the minor’s parents and B, joining a coven requires maturity 

and commitment which minors may not have.118 This differs from the data provided by Violet 

who lives in the USA, and Bryn who lives in the UK. It shows us that just as with other religions, 

Paganism is complex and varies greatly in different countries. Maria explains why she believes 

there is such a big difference between Sweden and USA on this point: 

 
I know it is a bit like this, that there is some dissimilarity between American Wiccans and 

European Wiccans on how it should work. What I know, in Sweden there is not that children 

should join, or can join, because the parents are part of something. And then there are not so 

many covens in Sweden. So that's another thing too. [sic] 

 

But I know Wiccans who have children, but the children are not involved, like, in rituals and 

such, but what most people have said, that they can choose themselves if they want to join. So no 

                                                
118 Svar på frågor om Wicca (electronic). http://www.wicca.nu/fragorochsvar5.html (2020-04-19) 
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it's not that difficult in Sweden. I don't think there is anybody actually, anybody who is a minor. 

[sic] 

 

Cultural differences may be part of the reason why children don’t join Wiccan covens in 

Sweden. As Maria suggests, in Sweden children may not join a coven even if their parents are 

part of that coven. 

Baltimora reports that there is no problem for children and families to participate at 

Druid gatherings in France. But some parents don’t bring their children out of fear that divorced 

partners will make accusations of the child participating in a sect: 

 
Some parents don't want to bring their kids but, usually, that's because they are separated from 

the other parent and there is a legal risk to be suspected to take a part of a sect. [sic] 

 

She explains that although children can participate in France, they can’t become druids until 

they are adults because the first step to Druidry is to support oneself and to be independent of 

people and things (such as alcohol and drugs). 

 As we have seen above, there are some efforts (possibly more in some countries than 

others) to include families and children in order to make Neo-Paganism accessible to women. 

As we saw in subsection 4.2 Dualism, Jantzen describes Plato’s opinion that family and spiritual 

and intellectual fulfillment are incompatible. Excluding families can therefore be seen as male 

dominance, as it lacks empathy towards the needs of many mothers who may not have the 

possibility to leave children in the care of someone else. Having a family is an integral part of 

many humans and women in particular who are often the main caretaker. Excluding children 

from festivals and rituals can mean exclusion of mothers in particular. This can be a possible 

obstacle in their spiritual development, which I believe affects empowerment as well. 

 

6.2.5 Leadership, authority and power-structures 
Women can have meaningful and important roles in Neo-Pagan groups. Violet tells me that 

New Orleans Voodoo houses have a leader who arranges rituals and communication but it is 

very different from Christian priests. For starters, it is not an occupation. The same as a mother 

does not make a living being at home, so their leader does not make a living being their spiritual 

leader. Her leadership is seen more like being a mother, she cares for her group in her free time. 

 Maria reports that Wiccan covens are mostly equal, but a Wiccan Priestess has more 

power than a Priest; her word carries more weight than his. There is also equality between the 



Ana-Marija Spajic   Spring 2020 
UPPSALA UNIVERSITY  Master Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict 
Department of Theology  Master thesis, 30 credits 
 

 50 

different degrees. There are 3 degrees within initiatory Wicca, but there is equality regardless 

of degree. The main difference, she explains, is that someone initiated in the second degree is 

expected to take more responsibility while those initiated into the first degree are mostly taken 

care of.119 But this is not hierarchy, according to Maria who believes that equality is important. 

Baltimara tells me that some Druid groups have power-related hierarchies, but not the 

groups she is part of: 

 
In my friends and German groups, we are all a part of the circle, nobody is above, nobody is 

below, nobody is outside, nobody is inside. The teacher hasn't a biggest human value than a 

pupil... because a teacher is nothing without pupils. [sic] 

 

Bryn, who has been active within many different Druid groups for nearly two decades, explains 

that some of her experiences have been fantastic, but she has faced difficulties within many 

groves, especially when they had female leaders. Bards of the Lost forest, and the 

Contemplative Druids were fantastic, but she was also let down in a time of need: 

 
I missed The Druid Network out of question 5, I volunteered for them for some years, I met some 

amazing people, but I was also very let down by them during a time of personal crisis. My 

experience too often has been that if i am willing to work and give, there is room for me, but if I 

am having a hard time, the support disappears. the pagan Federation has been an exception, so 

I've stayed involved with them. On the whole I find it better to work alone and quietly, and do 

my druidry on my own terms and not have to meet other people's expectations. Or to have that 

quite limited - as with the online events, or for example speaking at a Pagan federation 

conference in Scotland last year, which was wonderful. I felt incredibly welcome at that event 

and it was lovely, but there have been other experiences of feeling deeply unwelcome - it's been 

a mixed bag. Groups and spaces within Paganism vary greatly and a lot depends on who is in 

charge. [sic] 

 

Bryn shares that she has had far more problems with women in the community than with men. 

Her experience has been that men are more willing to “sort things out”, compared to women: 
 

                                                
119 www.british-wicca.com provides a well-rounded explanation of this: There are three degrees in initiatory 
Wicca. After the first degree initiation, the initiate is responsible for their own spiritual development; in some 
groups, the period between first and second is where the new initiate is helped to develop their spirituality by 
their Coven and High Priestess and High Priest; after the second, they may take on responsibility for assisting 
others’ development; after the third, their psyche is fully integrated with itself. (The third degree is generally 
regarded as a personal step in British Gardnerian Wicca, not something that is required in order to be able to 
run a coven.) What is Wicca? (electronic). http://british-wicca.com/ (2020-04-19) 
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My experience of UK Paganism is that women tend to hold more of the dominant positions. I 

think it's much more about who handles power than gender balances around it. Some people 

don't handle power well and become controlling and demanding. I've run into my share of sexist 

and unreasonable men along the way - they get everywhere! But I don't feel that they dominate 

British Paganism, and that for many men in Paganism, actively working for equality and 

inclusion is a thing. [sic] 

 
 
While she has come across sexism in Neo-Paganism in the United Kingdom, it appears to be 

an exception rather than the rule, compared to the survey results we looked at earlier in this 

subsection. The men Bryn has met in Neo-Pagan circles have mostly been reasonable and 

willing to work things out, when issues emerged. She observes that some of the women in 

leading positions have been less willing to do this, as they simply haven’t been good at handling 

power. This is an interesting find, and it would be interesting to do further studies on this 

phenomenon, and what may be the cause of it. 

As Bryn has been part of many different Druid groups over the years, I asked if there 

are power-related hierarchies in Druidism. She answers both yes and no to this, because power-

dynamics of some kind exists within every group. If this becomes an issue, it is possible to 

leave and join another group or find other ways to participate: 
 

There are always people who like to assert that they are the grand high whatever, but in practice 

no one has to be ruled by them and they are easily avoided. I tend to avoid anyone who has given 

themselves a really big title, because they're usually on an ego trip and looking for a power base. 

The druids whose work I follow and who I learn from are quieter and less self announcing folk 

who just share what they discover on their personal journey. there's been a lot more of that in 

recent years and it strikes me as a better, gentler way of doing things. [sic] 

 

Belatimara shares a different experience. She tells me that women still struggle to find roles 

and representation within Druidry. According to Belatimara, Druidry didn’t include women 

when it was reformed in 1717, and explains that the lack of space for women has been a 

continuous issue with new groups as well, where women can have difficulty finding roles in 

rituals. 

 
Fortunately, my friend think it's important to have part of the ritual with women. For exemple, 

for Imbolc in February, we were in Brittany with another group and he proposed to the women 

to make a circle with songs around the spring. But, when he wanted to teach us the song to 

[prepare] the ritual, some men wanted to come with us... they have to change their habits to give 
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a real place to the women. It was the first ritual with a such role for the women in this group. 

And the ritual was wonderful! Dôme women and some men cried because of the emotion. They 

were touched and it was very strong to feel the balance of the male and female energies! [sic] 

 

In the subsection 4.1 Authority, we have seen Jantzen’s argument that the Church maintaining 

power and the existence of gender stereotypes, are both reasons as to why the Church did not 

allow for individuals outside the Church to be seen as mystics, or as having mystical 

experiences. Jantzen has even argued that these people were accused of being witches and 

heretics during the inquisition, and many were killed. From the responses we have seen from 

Violet, Maria, Bryn and Belatimara, we can sense that they are experiencing a very different 

response within Neo-Paganism. Maria has told us that tools don’t have to be Wiccan to be used 

by a Wiccan person (as long as they know that they are using non-Wiccan tools). Violet has 

constructed her own world views based on years of Wicca and other Neo-Pagan groups. 

 
Chapter 7. Summary 

I started this thesis with the intention to understand if and how Neo-Paganism can empower 

women. Were the women already empowered prior to joining, and has Neo-Paganism changed 

their sense of empowerment? Or did they become Neo-Pagan because they were already on the 

road to becoming empowered? I use a Power and Gender theory which Jantzen has developed 

from Foucault, and used a simplified picture of Christianity as a contrast against the result, to 

better see and understand empowerment. Through the results, I learned that Neo-Paganism can 

empower women in many different ways, and this thesis only uncovers a few of them. But 

empowerment is complex, and while Neo-Paganism appears to offer many opportunities for 

empowerment, it does not guarantee it. One of the informants has spoken of women struggling 

to gain active roles during Druid rituals, and another has mentioned that some women in 

leadership positions have been unable to handle the power that comes with the role. As always, 

humans are complex and we need to be careful to avoid drawing simplified conclusions. This 

thesis has only presented an overview of a large and complex subject; empowerment within 

Neo-Paganism. I don’t suggest that oppression and discrimination are non-existing in Neo-

Paganism; there appears to be conflicts and bad leadership as well and this may become a 

hindrance for empowerment. 

Early on, before gathering empirical data for this thesis, I believed that female 

empowerment in Neo-Paganism came from the movement being decentralized, and an ability 

to mix tools and traditions. However, I have found that Neo-Paganism can be quite organized 
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as well. There are a few organizations where hierarchies are present, but their influence is 

limited and appears to serve more as information and education centers. For instance, the 

OBOD describes itself as disorganized and unstructured. Both Bryn and Belatimara began their 

Druidry through OBOD’s courses and have since moved on to other groups. Such organizations 

hold workshops and teach members about Neo-Paganism. However, if a few large 

organizations teach the majority, then the majority will inevitably hold similar beliefs and 

practices. Some form of institutionalization starts to take place. 

Another way in which Neo-Paganism may become more institutionalized is through the 

birth of children. Margot Adler, Helen Berger and Lee Reid and Rabinovitch have all identified 

an increase of routinization of Wicca due to children being born. Although, the data gathered 

for this thesis shows that this may not be actual across the globe, for example while Violet 

joined her first Wiccan festivals in the US at 6 years old, most Swedish covens don’t allow 

minors to join. This shows us again how decentralized Neo-Paganism is, as it varies greatly 

between countries and cultures. The power does not lie within a central power structure – even 

the large organizations don’t seem to have this kind of power – but is shaped by the members 

and their needs. If we contrast this against Jantzen’s description of dualism in the Church, and 

the Christian Church’s fear of losing their position of power, such powerful institutions don’t 

exist in Neo-Paganism. Organizations that do exist, such as the OBOD and Ar nDraiocht Fein 

which both have hierarchies and leadership, however, they don’t have the same power which 

we can see in for instance the Church. Their main purpose appears to be to educate their 

members. 

From Jantzen’s theory, we have seen that behind the lack of women’s empowerment in 

Christianity, there lies an old belief that women can’t be spiritual. This belief goes at least as 

far back as to Plato’s ideas about women lacking spirituality and even hindering men from 

spiritual and intellectual development. For centuries, women were seen as evil, carrying the sin 

of Eve, and women who were undeniably spiritual and virtuous were explained to have a male 

soul. While this has changed since the Middle Ages, women still can’t become priests and 

bishops or attain other influential roles in most of Christianity. In contrast, Neo-Pagans 

celebrate the feminine; women are often leaders of groups, groves and covens. Goddesses are 

deemed higher than gods. There are even reports of male attendants connecting with their inner 

femininity. This is a clear example of how Neo-Paganism can empower women. 

Neo-Paganism appears to attract both those who were empowered before joining, and 

those seeking a safe community. Manon Hedenborg-White and Inga Tøllefsen have suggested 
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that Neo-Paganism attracts people who are “dissatisfied with the gender roles in society or their 

previous religions”. Maria tells me that Wicca emphasizes on equality, and Violet has reported 

an increase of LGBTQ persons over the years. Covens are widely democratic, as Maria has 

explained; the high priestess has the final say in all matters but needs to take the members 

opinions into consideration. This can be seen as another source of empowerment. An influx of 

individuals who are dissatisfied with gender roles in our patriarchal societies may create an 

environment for women to develop their spirituality. 

Jantzen argues that the medieval Church refused to acknowledge mystics (or persons 

having mystical experiences) outside of the Church in order to maintain power and existing 

gender stereotypes. These people were accused of being witches and heretics, and many were 

killed. Between 75 and 90 percent of those accused were women. Women were especially 

victimized because they were thought as naturally evil through their sex, unable to achieve 

spirituality, and considered weak and susceptible to the influence of the devil. In contrast, Neo-

Paganism allows individuals to interpret and develop their own world-views, have different 

deities and use whichever tools that suit them. A Wiccan can for example use Astrology or 

runes, despite these tools not being Wiccan. Neo-Pagans can also have direct access to the 

divine. Some Neo-Pagans are agnostic, while others think of gods and goddesses’ as ethereal 

beings, archetypes, symbols, powers or something that exists deep within ourselves. Being able 

to create one’s own spirituality in a way that suits one’s own personal needs may be a source 

of empowerment.  

As mentioned, different Scholars have suggested that the birth of children is driving an 

increase of routinization of Wicca. It is important to note that these scholars studied Wicca in 

the US, and I have found that it is not consistent across the globe. Not all Neo-Pagans agree 

that children should join Neo-Pagan rituals and festivals. For example, most Swedish covens 

don’t allow children to participate. This can be an issue for mothers with small children as 

mothers are often the primary caretakers. If children are not allowed to take part in Neo-Pagan 

festivities and rituals, it can be difficult for mothers to participate as well, something Bryn has 

pointed out and taken into consideration when she has volunteered with Druid groups in the 

UK. This can be a possible obstacle in women’s spiritual development and empowerment. It is 

important for future research to keep in mind that Neo-Pagans in different countries may have 

different experiences, as especially results from the US often appear to set a precedence in 

scholarly works. However, as we have seen, there appears to be cultural differences as well, 

apart from the differences between groups and covens. 
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Belatimara experiences that it is difficult for women to be included in rituals in 

Druidism, as well-meaning men often take control. On the other hand, Bryn has experienced 

that women are, more often than not, in leading positions, and some of the women she met 

struggle with the power that comes with leadership. This could be an opportunity for further 

research, understanding more about the power-relations in Neo-Paganism, both in regards to 

the power issues Bryn has reported in some female Druid leaders in the UK, and inclusion of 

women in rituals as reported by Belatimara. 

My research question was to understand if Neo-Paganism empowers women. I conclude 

that this is the case most of the time, but it is not a guarantee. I have found and presented 

examples in which ways Neo-Paganism can empower women, and believe there are more ways. 

As I have mentioned, there might also be an opportunity to further study the power-relations in 

Neo-Paganism. 
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