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WILLFUL DISOBEDIENCE:
THE INTERSECTION OF SOCIAL DISSENT AND SPIRITUALITY IN THE
AMERICAN NEO-PAGAN MOVEMENT

Despite a history of oppression, the American Nagad movement is rapidly growing in
popularity. Building on the social constructionistsis of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann,
this work investigates Neo-Pagan perspectives aaidlgesponses to the stigmatization of their
Neo-Pagan identity. Utilizing phenomenological noet, this study aims to answer three main
research questions: (1) Are there common expersethed have led individuals to participate in
the Neo-Pagan community? (2) Are there benefitseghby those who participate in the Neo-
Pagan community? If so, (3) are there mechanisitigegt by participating members to cope
with the stigmatization of their Neo-Pagan idertigy total of forty-five semi-structured
interviews were conducted with members of this camity at Neo-Pagan festivals in Indiana
and Ohio during the summers of 2011 and 2012. ifdnigs suggest that there are common
social experiences and benefits that can leadrt@ipation in the Neo-Pagan movement and
that there are coping mechanisms intentionallyzetl by members of this community to

minimize the effects of associated stigma. Broadessocial impacts are considered.
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“Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.="Aleister Crowley (2011)
“An ye harm none, do what ye will.” — The Wiccaed® (2010)

“He who has the biggest stick has the better chahtaposing his definitions of reality.”
— Berger and Luckmann (1963)

! This text from the Wiccan Rede is first creditedoreen Valentine in 1964 (Coughlin, 2010).
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

The America Neo-Pagan community is not often carsid a religion; it is more
accurately viewed as a multi-faceted spiritual pecsive. Many individuals who label
themselves as a Neo-Pagan also identify as adkdenarious philosophies and spiritualities.
Included are modern reincarnations of historiaggiehs (such as Germanic Asatru and Irish
Druidism), new nature based religions (such as Wjamntemporary philosophical paradigms
(like Thelema), as well as a host of individualgperctives and small, yet unidentified, spiritual
sects. A majority of these spiritualities incluaéentional practices of magick and/or
Witchcraft? Many Neo-Pagans use multiple labels to specify 8pgritual identification (such
as “Jew Witch” or “Pagan Quaker”). There are alsms who participate in Neo-Pagan events
who do not specifically identify themselves as Nagan. Such individuals often label
themselves simply as spiritualist or eclecticsm8andividuals interact within Neo-Pagan
communities for the lifestyle and social norms withassociated spiritual practices. There is no
formal religious symbol that encompasses the whbMeo-Paganism. However, often, the
encircled five pointed star, called the pentagramised as an emblem.

The spiritualities and philosophies included uritierNeo-Paganism umbrella are
unique. However, within this diversity are prindgpé¢hat unite Neo-Pagan philosophies into a
cohesive spiritual category. This includes saces@rence of the earth, a respect for individual
will and autonomy, a belief in personal creativevpg and a desire for living harmoniously with

all beings (Kirkpatrick et al., 1986). Within Ne@danism, there is not a central dogma adhered

?The capitalization of “Witch” and “Witchcraft” antthe spelling of “magick” are stated
preferences of participating members within the {Ragan community. Such designations are
preferred as they set apart the spiritual pracoéesagick and Witchcraft from pop culture
depictions of magicians and witches in dominant Aocaa culture.
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to. Instead, a worldview is promoted. This perspeds epitomized in multiple, sect specific,
versions of the principle, “Do what you will, hamone.” These expressions articulate the
foundation of an otherwise eccentric and often tthamaradigm: believe and live as you accept
as right but be considerate and mindful of the ichp@on others.

Folklore tells us that during the height of the Ronktmpire, the term Pagan first came
into use by Christians as a way of derogatorilemahg to country dwellers who refused to
convert from traditional folk religions to Christidy (Metzer, 1999). Such disparaging
sentimentality has continued for hundreds of yeasmodernity and has developed into
outright discrimination. Cases of Pagans beingaetbemployment in the United States are
documented as recently as the late 1980s (DeYdig&8). In 1999, George W. Bush publically
stated during an interview daood Morning Americaéhat the Pagan religion Wicca (and
associated Witchcraft) is “not a religion” (ABC NsWwIt wasn’t until 2007, after a heated debate
between a military widow and the U.S. Departmer¥etierans Affairs, that the Wiccan pentacle
was allowed to be imprinted upon military headsso@lison, 2007). From the Burning Times
in Europe and the Salem Witch Trials in the Unifdtes to modern courtrooms and media in
North America, Pagans resisting conversion to ntg@am cultural religious practices have long
fought against social opposition.

Despite a legacy of historic and now modern pers@tuNeo-Paganism (contemporary
Paganism) is experiencing expansive population framvNorth America (Adler, 1979). Reid
(2005) reported that, in Canada, “contemporary Riagahas increased its census-recorded
affiliation tenfold during a period when traditidraaganized liberal religions, especially liberal
Christian denominations, are experiencing membpmdéclines” (2005: 128). Reid’s findings

coincide with research conducted in the UnitedeSt#tat began in the 1970s (Adler, 1979;
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Bonewitz, 1976). This phenomenon is intriguingdgsearchers. As Neo-Paganism was first
identified as a spiritual collective in the 1978gller, 1979), there has been little time since then
for new generations of Neo-Pagans to be born amsldékplain the population increase.

The purpose of this study is to investigate waysich members of the American Neo-
Pagan community perceive, interact and cope wegmtgative social responses often associated
with a Neo-Pagan identity. This is done to in dorefto explore perceptions of self, identity and
sense of purpose from within the American Neo-Pagenmunity. As such, this study aims to
explore three main questions: 1) Are there commqeences that have led individuals to
participate in the American Neo-Pagan movemen&@}here benefits gained by participating
in the American Neo-Pagan movement? If so, 3)f@eetmechanisms utilized by participating
members to cope with the stigmatization of theioNagan identity?

One of the first scholars to investigate the resttron of Paganism in the United States
was Margo Adler. Adler argued that Neo-Paganisbes conceptualized as a socio-religious
movement born of the norms, morals and values claarmag by the 1960s American counter-
culture movement (1979). She wrote of how manyefdpiritualities included under the
umbrella of Neo-Paganism are based upon ideol@gipslarized by the 1960s American
counterculture movement including feminism, egaktaism and environmentalism, among
others. Adler thus identifies Neo-Paganism as &s@tigious movement and spiritual
repository for individuals who identify with the mads and ethics promoted by the counter-
culture movement of the 1960s (1979).

Adler’s assertion of the intersectionality betwé@&n-Paganism and the counterculture is
necessary but also problematic. Evidence of aiogistiip between adherents to these two

worldviews certainly exists. Notably, both groups founded upon similar ideological bases.
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These bases include feminism, environmentalismsapgort for a collectivist approach to social
structure, among others. Both the countercultureem®nt and the Neo-Pagan movement have
faced hostility for the espousing of these ideasdrom outsiders (sd@rrestGump[1994]
andThe Wicker Marj1973] for popular media examples generalizingpffes” and “witches” as
deviant social others). However, the countercultur@ Neo-Paganism are also significantly
different from one another. The counterculturedefsned by Dowd and Dowd, is one that
“actively rejects or deliberately and consciougbpose(s) central aspects of dominant culture”
(2003, p. 22). While both Neo-Paganism and thensyaulture espouse a worldview founded
upon values alternative to those of dominant celtthre counterculture is characterized by
political action deliberately intended to bring absocial change. Generally, Neo-Paganism is
not defined by or known for engaging in such opeiitical action. It cannot, therefore,

currently be considered part of the countercultiire.

While Neo-Paganism is not part of the American tergulture, Neo-Pagan worldview,
ideologies and accepted bases of truth and meappayate members of this spiritual
community from dominant culture in critical waysrygkian defined culture as “a collective
paradigm which provides the basic interpretatians jastification of ongoing social existence”
(1972). Accepting this definition, dominant Ameurcculture can be defined as the most broadly
accepted collective paradigm in the United Stddesvd and Dowd (2003) argued that the
paradigm of dominant American culture “is held tibnge by forces emanating from 5 different,

but related, sources (p. 31).” These forces are:

*While Neo-Paganism is not, inherently, an actigistup, there are some within Neo-Paganism
who are engaged in and encourage others to engggditical action. Such political activism is
a central tenant of some Neo-Pagan spiritualises Starhawk, 1990 for detailed information).
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1) The economy (“multination capitalism in which we @il implicated and from which
we derive our livelihood)”;

2) Education;

3) Technology (“the mastery of which is increasinggcassary for participation in
social life”);

4) Consumption (“we are all shoppers”);

5) Memory (a shared knowledge of national wars, hereasnts and celebrities [p. 31]).

American Neo-Pagans are part of dominant cultutbéaextent that almost all Neo-Pagans live
in communities where dominant American culturenes predominately accepted paradigm. Neo-
Pagans shop, use technology, etc. However, NeoaBaga also distinct from dominant culture
insomuch as these binding cultural forces are stedethrough their spiritual beliefs and
associated social practices. Often, Neo-Pagansteaesmlkucate their children independently in
accordance with their beliefs and values. Theyterepportunities to keep financial resources
within the Neo-Pagan community and many espousdianthe ideas of self sustainability,
reducing their dependency on capitalistic consuompti

An alternative worldview, founded upon spirituaéadogy, situates Neo-Pagans as both a
part of and apart from dominant American cultureydkian used the term “esoteric culture” to
describe “spiritual reactions against the... ethosioflern society” (1972, p. 496). These
spiritual reactions have often been met with hibgtily those ascribing to the dominant
worldview. Historical examples of the esoteric adis of the Renaissance, Reformation and
Surrealism movement that served as harbingersaidisthange through the creation of
“revolutionary consciousness” are offered by Tingak(p. 505). He further described esoteric

culture as “an important vehicle in the restructgrof collective representations of social
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reality” (1972, p. 510). It would be presumptudosssert that Neo-Paganism is harbinger of
social change to come. However, Tiryakian's franohgsoteric culture allows us a perspective
from which to view the foundational differencesweeén dominant American culture, the
American counterculture and American Neo-Paganism.

There is evidence that public opinion is becomirayertolerant of Neo-Pagan
worldview. Qualitative interviews conducted with ftoAmerican Neo-Pagans have led
researchers to the conclusion that the numberroitjpants is not necessarily increasing
because Neo-Pagan participation in general is&sang. Rather, it is postulated that more
people are willing to identify publically as Neoda due to a perception of “decreased
stigma/increased public tolerance for modern Pagani and an increase in the number of ‘less
threatening’ pop culture representations” (Reid)®0Recent films such &ractical Magic
(Dunne; 1998) anearaNorman(Butler & Fell, 2012) defy earlier media depictsoaf “witches”
as manipulative individuals who maliciously contobljects of desire. In these modern
portrayals, Witches are now often portrayed asigtroonfident, and perhaps misunderstood,
individuals empowered to be in control of their olives.

As the representation of Neo-Pagans and Witchdsmatominant American culture is
changing, it is possible that we will continue &&snore positive media representations of such
individuals. The legislation passed that allowes pentagram to be imprinted upon military
headstones (Banerjee, 2007) may very well sengedesnonstration that our society is becoming
less hostile to Neo-Paganism in general. If s, tiy speak of a larger shift in public sentiment
towards ideologies that resulted in Neo-Pagangjaeitially labeled as deviant (i.e., feminism,
environmentalism and egalitarianism). By invesiiggthe American Neo-Pagan phenomenon,

scholars are given the opportunity to examine tugas forces leading to an increasing number
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of individuals identifying with a religious groupdt has been oppressed. This lends to the
studies of religion, deviance and social controilevdeepening our understandings of the
interconnection between spirituality and socialre The next chapter describes existent
scholarly investigations of the American Neo-Pagammunity to specifically examine the

intersection between deviance and social control.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW

Chapter two provides an overview of the existeatdamic literature exploring the Neo-
Pagan community. This research is divided into tnegor thematic groups: the structure and
development of the Neo-Pagan movement in the UiStates and the beliefs, values, behaviors
and customs present within this community. Unitimg bulk of this work are investigations of
intentional efforts to drive social change. It embnstrated that further scholarly explorations

specifically addressing how deviance relates teasoeality construction is necessary.

A significant number of writings and media artifatiave been produced by members of
the Neo-Pagan community (see Linden, 2005; Starha@89; Sulak , Zell, Glory & Weschcke,
2014). Participants within this movement have tenitabout their history, beliefs, customs and
identities as well as the values found within amel structure of their community. These writings
are empathic and sincere, though also diverse ted contradictory. While it is recognized
that Neo-Pagan authorship serves as important dearaplegitimate firsthand cultural
information, non-scholarly writings by Neo-Pagans aot considered within this section. The
writings that are included come, primarily, frontheir ethnographic accounts or other empirical
studies of the Neo-Pagan community.

There is an array of existing scholarly literattivat has explored the Neo-Pagan
movement as both a domestic and a worldwide phenom@& his is demonstrated by scholars
who have provided evidence of Neo-Paganism in andagority of modernized countries.
Included are small countries such as Malta (Roen2604) and Lithuania (Delis, 2006).

However, the most prolific academic accounts of IReganism focus upon this socio-religious
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community as it exists in the United Kingdom andhe United States of America. Much of this
work details the developmental history of Neo-Pagann the U.S.A. and Britain (such as
Adler, 1979). Other works specifically focus onalkg the development and structure of
particular spiritual paths under the Neo-Pagan eitebrThis includes Shamanism (Wallace,
2003), Germanic Asatru (Asprem, 2008) and Wiccd€Ad 979; Harwood, 2007). While some
empirical North American studies have exploredNiee-Pagan community as a whole (Adler,
1979; Maglioco, 2001), much of this research isagpecific. Two major conversational themes
arise from this topic-specific research: 1) thecure and development of the Neo-Pagan
movement in the United States and 2) the beligfsies, behaviors and customs present within
this community.

The structure and development of the American N&gaR community, here provided as

the first main theme, can be organized into threenment categories of theoretical discussion:

e the seeming universal human need to explain unfateuand destructive life occurrences
that leads to persecution of “others” (Metzer, 19&kin, 1991);

e the interconnectivity of Neo-Paganism, the Americaanter-culture movement and
associated progressive ideologies (Adler, 1979¢IBld995); and

e the linkages among Neo-Pagan cultural storytellioigjore and mythology

(Carspecken, 2012; Maglioco, 2004).

More broadly, much of the research investigatiregdtiucture and development of the Neo-
Pagan community also explores the challenges inhéhe construction of intentional social
alternatives (Carspecken 2012), the structure ofR&gan festivals and gatherings (Adler 1979;

Pike 2001) and the demographic makeup of this conityn(Berger, Leach & Shaffer 2003)
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The second main theme found within the academiearsations surrounding American
Neo-Paganism relates to community specific belidfyes, behaviors and customs. This

research can also be grouped into major subheadihgse are:

e explorations of how Neo-Pagans create sacred gparetree, 2006; Hume,
2008);

e accounts of specific Neo-Pagan rituals (Ezzy, 2044glioco, 2001);

e trends in Neo-Pagan identity construction (Bloc¥94, Pike, 2001);

e evidence of conflicting ethics that can be ideatlfivithin the community, such as

valuing both individualism and community (Pike, 20Carspecken, 2012).

Much of the research in this category also expltresvays in which movement participants
specifically identify their spiritual practice (Bth, 1998), the overlap between spirituality and
American Neo-Pagan emphasis on community (Pikel;2808ler, 1979; Coco, 2008) as well as
the intersectional links between Neo-Pagan spiitjuand feminism (Warwick, 1995; Gordon,
1995), environmentalism (Oboler, 2004; Madden,32@Mhd acceptance of alternatives to
heteronormative social order (Adler, 1979; Kraer2éd,2a; Brammer, 2009).

Considered as a whole, researchers agree thatpleemental nature of Neo-Paganism
aligns with intentional efforts to drive social clge (Pike, 2001; Madden, 2005; Adler, 1979;
Maglioco, 2009; Carspecken, 2012). Carspecken (2€dr2elated this type of experimental
creation with literary utopianism. She wrote ofdiing a “pull toward new possibilities and
forms of decision making” in the Neo-Pagan commutiiait mirror utopian dreams to “defy
mainstream expectations about the way things cahauld work in North America” (p. 2-3).
She posits that this creates “chances to expanohidegurrent limits and expectations around

how they interact with one another and the natwaald, who (we) are and who (we) have the
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right to be” (p. 22). This is done, in large p#éntrough the creation of rituals, spiritual playif se
exploration and social experimentation. Many osthexplorations focus on one’s relationship
to one’s self. In this way, researchers have frathedAmerican Neo-Pagan community as a
population exploring innovative possibilities fartdire social arrangements and social structures
outside the current boundaries of dominant Ameraature.

Multiple scholars have also asserted that thisadéfxploration beyond current social
limits is precisely what constitutes the Neo-Pagammunity as a socio-religious movement.
Bloch (1998) articulated this sentiment when heedbed how Neo-Paganism “can be viewed as
a contemporary social movement, in that it utilicksology to create new symbolic
communication codes to attack mainstream sociatralsnrand promote its minority perspective”
(p. 5). Similarly, Maglioco (2009) asserted thabNeagans have reclaimed the term “Pagan” as
an emblem for their opposition to specific aspettdominant American culture, such as
consumerism and patriarchy. In this way, intentiadk@ntification as Neo-Pagan stands to
display an alternative set of values and moralss fidvival of the term “Pagan” echoes tactics
from the gay rights movement’s reclamation of wasdsh as “queer” and “dyke.”

One way Neo-Pagans protect themselves from polewtigative reactions from members
of dominant American culture has been through dteldishment of alternative, safe gathering
spaces around the country. At campgrounds andieately owned land across the America,
Neo-Pagans gather to create and experiment withspeial realities. Their gatherings are called
festivals by themselves and scholars alike (Adler9). Adler (1979) has described how Neo-
Pagan festivals offer evidence to those withinNlee-Pagan community that an alternative
culture is possible. She writes that, if only fdea days, Neo-Pagans come together at festival

sites to create an environment to experience tHepleusocial futures they wish to see in the
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world. Pike (2001) speculated that the devianttioeary nature of these acts occurring at
festival sites are precisely why Neo-Pagan fedialve often been poorly received by
neighboring communities.

There is much academic material that describesfgpkeliefs and customs that are
often perceived by members of dominant Americatucelas deviant and have led to Neo-Pagan
stigmatization (see Reid, 2005). The main offemsest likely to be criticized, as cited by Pike
(2001), are Neo-Pagan ethical stances as wellig®tes beliefs with specific emphasis placed
on Neo-Pagan sexual morality and the associatedlgation of sexuality. Pike (2001)
suggested that conservative Christians see thpes tf sexual behaviors and understand such
beliefs to be evidence of Satanism, thus posifgeat to the health and safety of children and
society at large. Pike further notes that,

“Conservative Christians face off against Neo-Pagiew Agers and other non-
Christians in a battle for religious control of Arioa’s moral universe” (2001: 96).

It is likely that sexuality is simply the aspecthéo-Paganism most vulnerable to attack and that
dominant American culture is uncomfortable with imaé Neo-Pagan worldview.

Sarah Pike (2001) is one of the only scholarstestigate the impact that the label
“deviant” has upon the Neo-Pagan community and Ragan identity creation. Her
ethnographic work describes the ways in which NagaRs establish new social identities
through creating and maintaining boundaries: betvieir festivals and festival neighbors,
sacred and profane spaces, themselves and Chtigtaswell as their “selves” and “others.”
Citing numerous examples of overt bigotry towaraNRagans by Christians, Pike writes that
despite the supposed radical tolerance touteddiNdo-Pagan community, some Neo-Pagan
individuals and groups respond hostilely towardi§tfan others (2001). She argues that one

unintended consequence of this intergroup hosbkyveen Christians and Neo-Pagans is the
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production of Neo-Pagan cooperative action agartstmmon adversary. She hypothesizes that
these cooperative actions help create a senseddshxperience and a common Neo-Pagan
culture. As such, she argues that the perceptiddeofPaganism by members of dominant
American culture as a morally bankrupt religion lrasulted in the need for this decentralized
movement to organize and protect itself againgatsrto its religious freedom” (2001, p. 104).
From Pike’s perspective it can be seen that labehe Neo-Pagan community as deviant has
actually served to empower and unify the Neo-Pagammunity by strengthening their
communal bonds. This has helped Neo-Pagans creatammon culture and basis for their
identity.

Beyond the work of Sarah Pike (2001), academicagfibn of the interconnection
between deviance and the American Neo-Pagan movesxists only on the fringes of other
topics. Scholarly investigation of the specific wag which the experience of deviance effects
the construction of social structures is neces3drg.next chapter will frame Neo-Pagan
deviance in a constructionist basis to explore Hostigmatization of Neo-Paganism is used by
dominant American culture as a social reality colrttrctic and the effect of these tactics of

social reality construction.
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CHAPTER Il
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM AND DEVIANCE
Chapter three begins with a description of Berger lauckmann’s theory of social reality
construction (1966). The constructionist base fatarstanding legitimated knowledge is
supplemented with conflict theory’s critique of éimg theory to demonstrate the effect of

power and control in social reality construction.

The Socially Constructed Nature of Reality

Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann broke grounideisocial sciences with their book
The Social Construction of Real({©66). This work spawned constructionism, a thiscak
perspective that interprets social reality as axpheenon that is constructed through human
interactions. Constructionists do not ask whetl@mpemena truly exist. Instead, they seek to
understand the process by which social phenomemh&aas about social phenomena are
created and developed through human interactiois.i$mot a point of view typically adopted
by many lay members of society. For as construdisrsee it, social reality is a phenomenon
recognized by a majority of humans as having astemce independent from their own creation
(Berger and Luckmann,1966). Ideas, norms of belhasymbols, definitions of situations,
mores, values and codes of ethics are all exanoplesnmaterial cultural products that come to
be reified and accepted as true, natural and ritgttconstructionists point out that these cultural
products are just that, cultural products, those &ine socially constructed and culturally
dependent.

Constructionists begin with the assertion thatadaeality appears to individuals in

patterns of sensory stimulation. They then inveséidhe intriguing process by which these
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stimulus patterns come to be taken for granteddmyyggpants in a social reality as naturally
occurring, rather than as socially produédkrger and Luckmann hypothesize that knowledge
of social truth is first taught to us by our paseand intimate significant others such as teachers,
siblings and clergy (1966)They term this process primary socialization amthier hypothesize
that it is significant others during primary so@ation who first teach us what types of
behaviors and experiences to expect as normalhi#dren, institutions appear to us as natural
because children only know the one reality. Beeget Luckmann describe this phenomena
when they state, “the child does not internalizewtorld of his significant others as one of many
possible worlds. He internalizes it as the wott@, only existent and only conceivable world”
(1966: 134). Thus a single reality becomes reifeedhildren.

Berger and Luckann (1966) theorized that as youggeerations are taught how to
perceive and interact with stimulatory informatigogial reality is created for the child.
Interestingly, they further note that as older gahens teach these processes of perception and
interaction to their children, the true and righture of these processes is reinforced back upon
the older generation. Social reality is now takemljective by both young and old. Thus
removed from the original creative context, socgallity is perceived as coming from nature and
not as a human creation. Once patterns of int@rEgoverning the processing of stimulatory
information are institutionalized, social realityraes to be viewed as natural, innate, morally

correct and necessary.

* Berger and Luckmann posit that there are fourtkels that legitimate stimulus patterns as real
and naturally occurring: language, theology (trdst®ries that explain why things are they way
they are), theory (products of expert sense makiugvledge) and symbolic universes of
meaning (unified systems of understanding thauthelindividual sense making). Together,
these four means of legitimation are referred tthagrocesses of legitimation (1966).

® Truth is defined as the certainty of the accurmfcy perceived reality (Berger and Luckmann,
1966)
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Berger and Luckmann (1966) theorized that onceaboeality is perceived as having an
origin outside of human creation, we have lostgbeer to shape and refine it. We begin to see
reality, including society, as something existindependently from ourselves, a force we cannot
control, one we must adhere to obediently or rigkd outside of it. Yet, it must be remembered
that social expectations are diverse and cultuddlyendent. Patriarchy and white supremacy
can come to be as expected as an egalitarian@amadic lifestyle. Expectations are simply that-
expected, that which can be patterned and tru$tezse trusted patterns can be almost anything
if humans believe them to be legitimate.

Berger and Luckmann also argue that if we live gsoaiety where it has become an
institutionalized expectation that, for example mem are subservient, the poor are lazy, or
consumption is the only path to happiness, thetigiaating members of that society will
believe that these things are true and have amasigside of human creation (1966). It
becomes a challenge, if not an impossibility, t® secreate anything else. For it is very easy “to
assume institutions do indeed function and intezadhey are ‘supposed’ to,” (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966, p. 64). However, this is a dangeassumption to make. Berger and
Luckmann demonstrate this danger when they write:

“Since this knowledge is socially objectifiad knowledge, this is, as a body
of generally valid truths about reality, amagical deviance from the institutional
order appears as a departure from realityh Slewiancy may be designated as
moral depravity, mental disease, or just pigimorance.” (1966, p. 66)
As the institutional order is perceived as nataral correct, any deviation from this order is
perceived as a direct threat to that social orfleis leads to those who deviate from the
institutional order being perceived as a threat.

Berger and Luckmann (1966) posited that patterxpeaations create social reality,

They further argue that this constructed sociditggan turn, creates man when they attest that,
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“While it may be possible to say that man has anegit is more significant to say that man
constructs his own nature, or more simply that praduces himself” (1966, p. 53). This
theoretical basis is used for one of Berger andkinann’s concluding arguments. They write
that, while patterns of expected behavior provideaekground in which human activity may be
produced with a minimum of decision-making mostha time” (1966, p. 53), social knowledge,
when perceived as external, natural, invariableteus] has the power to constrain individual
identity creation to a very high degree (Berger &kmann, 1966). The greatest risk in this
social reality construction process is that weardy concede constructive power over our
identity, but also that we also force identitie®ngocial others.

Though constructionist theory offers us a unigo@ powerful lens from which to view to
the nature of social reality, this perspective @smes with limitations. Berger and Luckmann
themselves ask:

“How can | be sure of my sociological analysis ahérican middle-class norms in

view of the fact that the categories | use for #nsalysis are conditioned by

historically relative forms of thought, that | myfsend everything I think is

determined by my genes and my own ingrown hostitityny fellowmen, and that,

to cap it all,  am myself a member of the Americaiddle class?” (1966, p. 102)

How is it possible that any analysis of socialmdr@ena can be conducted if the researchers
themselves hold, to varying degrees, perspectideopmion of any social object under
investigation? Is it possible to maintain any sesfsebjectivity? While these are questions that
remain to be explored within the social sciencesstructionist theory allows scholars the
opportunity to examine critically the ways in whistcial realities come to be accepted as true.

The next section asks these questions of the sppbiénomenon of socially constructed

deviance.
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The Social Construction of Deviance

Robert Merton wrote about the social causes ofateé in the late 1930s, though his
ideas did not grow in popularity for decades to eoin his articleThe Social Structure of
Anomie(1938), Merton describes society as a type of gaménich, if it could be assumed that
everyone followed the rules, there would be winrerd many losers. Winning, as he defined it,
came with rewards such as achieving great so@alstand/or notability, along with a
comfortable material existence, among other thimgs. losers were denied such rewards.
Merton used this understanding of the game of §peie the basis for his claims of the causes of
social anomie. Merton writes that social actors Whhbeve themselves unlikely to achieve
winning game play, if following the rules ,wouldfer lose interest in the game or find new
ways of structuring the rules so that they could.WMerton termed these responses “modes of
adaptation (1938)."Merton was one of the first to argue that societther than individual
constitution, creates a-typical social behavior.

The Chicago School is known for their early invgations of deviance, made famous for
conceptualizing subcultures as groups of deviamiteatively responding to problems
encountered in society (Thrasher, 1927). This matsge is perhaps best demonstrated by Albert
Cohen. Cohen (1955) posited that the culture ofghatinquency in urban, working class areas
developed as a collective response to a perceacdddf social and economic opportunities.
Early scholars studying deviance, especially Meewnd Cohen, framed the formation of
subcultures in terms of collective responses tpegific problem/solution relationship between
society and the individual. These theorists podited social structures within a society create
problems to which individuals may feel forced tepend by breaking the accepted rules of

social engagement. When this problem/solutionicelahip is similarly experienced by many
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individuals, these tensions can lead to the foronabif a group collectively responding to a
problem.

Despite Merton and Cohen’s work detailing the daoiduences that pressure an
individual to engage in deviant behavior, until 1860s, deviance was largely viewed as a result
of individual constitution. Upbringing, social cext and mental illness were the most often
given justifications in the understanding of devibehavior. With Howard Becker’'s work
Outsiders(1963), this perspective began to change. Beckiéesy“Deviance is not a quality of
the act the person commits but rather a consequdrthe application by others of rules and
sanctions to an ‘offender’” of social rules (19639). In this passage, Becker describes deviance
not as something one is inherently, but ratherss@al status that one acquires.

Like Becker, Eving Goffman wrote about deviancéhi@ 1960s. In his hallmark work,
Stigma(1963), Goffman describensgmaas an accumulation of negative social consequences
that result from identification with a group thatshbeen labeled inferior. “Stigma” accounts for
the disapproving social responses that are respgridisome form of perceived “shameful
differentness” (Goffman, 1963, p. 140). Goffmantesithat deviants who express shameful
differentness are denied inclusion into the “ushoh-deviant society. One of the most serious
social sanctions deviants experience from non-ae¢wacial others is the discrediting of
individual and/or group behaviors, experiences@ndributions to society as legitimate
(Goffman, 1963). While Goffman’s work specificaftycuses upon the labeling and
stigmatization of “deviant” groups such as “persérthe physically handicapped, mentally
impaired and “ugly,” Goffman’s theorizing can egdike transposed to include other deviant

group, such as homosexuals and the poor.

Willful Disobedience 19



Goffman argues that, over time, so-called “deviaotsne to expect negative sanctions
for their differences and come to adapt variousmaed coping (1963). He identifies six main
identity management tools, employed with the airhiding “shameful differentness” from

public recognition:

e attempts at passing as non-deviant;

e concealment of identifying characteristics;

e chosen social alienation;

e the reordering of social life such that encounbatsveen the stigmatized and non-
deviant social others are minimized,;

e the management of multiple identities (such asgudifferent names and
associated biographies for differing social cordgxt

e the establishment of communities of sympathetiersth

In Stigma,Goffmanpays particular attention to the sixth identity ragement tool,
communities of sympathetic others. He describferdnt types of communities created by the
stigmatized to lessen the individual impact ofrsiég These include self-help clubs, national
associations (like Alcoholics Anonymous) as welfidsfledged residential communities, such
as those for the blind and/or deaf (Goffman 19&)ffman theorizes that these communities
often form because “persons who have a partictigma tend to have similar learning
experiences regarding their plight, and similamgjes in conception of self” (1963, p. 32). To
be stigmatized is to experience socialization atmique and challenging role in society, one
that often needs support if the individual is tahealthy and productive. Through these

communities of support, the stigmatized are ableffer themselves the social resources they are
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denied in public society for their “shameful di#etness”: acceptance and identity legitimacy
(Goffman, 1963).

It was also during the 1960s that labeling theoserto prominence. This theoretical
perspective specifically views deviance in the ®oha label that is applied to a particular type
of social other who has broken some sort of s@ipkctation. Best (2004) theorizes that the
“deviant” label comes with serious consequencesnaggtive social sanctions, including
judgments of moral depravity, insanity or crimityakand the revocation of social resources like
status, notability and legitimacy . Often, “devisinare subjected to resocalization efforts such as
therapy or imprisonment (see Spitzer & Zucker, 2005

Labeling theory, as a perspective, asks not whatesaindividuals to commit deviant
acts, but what causes some acts to draw negatietiaas from others, including the label
“deviant.” While in many ways this reframing of dance helps society to view those who have
been assigned this label more compassionatelyjigltbeory has been charged with only
investigating easy targets, such as “nuts slutspanerts” (Liazos, 1972, p. 103). Both conflict
and feminist theorists have argued that labeliegth refuses to examine those deviants who
cause harm to others, such as those who engagenestic abuse (Best, 2004). Conflict theory,
specifically, has been critical of labeling theoayguing that the theory fails to fully examine
power dynamics that structure taken for grantedasacrangements in which labeling occurred
(Davis, 1972). In response, conflict theory hasi&fl another, though complimentary,
perspective of deviance. This frame posits thatdahel “deviant” is applied specifically to
remove power from those to whom the label is apdiech that they may no longer compete for

control over social relations and definitions datiations (Collins 2004).
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In spite of its critiques, labeling theory may legaining popularity. One promising trend
that lends to labeling theory’s extendibility isufad in contemporary research exploring bullying
among children. Classical empirical research otyimgl concluded that such behaviors are
largely a result of antisocial tendencies that ddad corrected with resocalization efforts
(Jacobson, 2010). However, more recent empiricalyais of these behaviors concludes that
bullying is specifically employed by children tortml a disproportionate amount of power in
social reality creation, especially in terms ofntty legitimation (Thornberg, 2011).

Jacobson (2010) argued that bullying is fundambngamove toward establishing a
superior social identity, an activity of self cansttion through attempted omnipotence. Claims
to superiority are executed by circulating ideaa gfctim’s innate inferiority due to
identification with some category of perceived mdety (Thornberg, 2011). By circulating the
perception that a social actor or group of actedifferent, deviant, less valuable and somehow
not “us,” the power to control the constructionsotial reality is subsumed by the “superior”
from the “inferior.”As Jacobson states, “bullyingdmmes a viable means of identity
construction by gaining status in the eyes of @arp through the public domination of a weaker
classmate” (2010, p. 57-59). Forced subordinatsrsuch a tactic, serves to validate the
“superior” peers’ superior identity.

This recent surge in scholarship that focuses digibg as a social reality control tactic
demonstrates how young people learn to apply laifetgferiority to groups or specific
individuals as a tool to claim control over a dgportionate and advantageous share of power in
the social reality construction process. While skedearch specifically focuses on bullying
among populations of children, it is reasonableanclude that power, seized by means of

superiority claims, is used by adolescents andtsdasg well. Terms like dyke, skank, nigger,

Willful Disobedience 22



slut and bitch all serve as examples of words us@dpular lexicon to remove power from the
identities of those to whom these terms refer.

Modern labeling and conflict theories both suggleat stigmatized labels are applied in
an attempt to gain a disproportionate amount cdteyeary power in social reality construction
(Collins, 2004; Thornberg 2011). Berger and Luckmsudiscussion of the legitimation of
knowledge lends depth to this conceptualizatiomsDoictionist scholars hypothesize that
legitimated knowledge is the basis for all socialcture. What is accepted as true becomes so as
we see our understandings of that truth reflectadk bo us in the social interactions and
structures we have created. Seen in this lightptiveer of labels is profound.

While it is possible to frame my research with palviance scholarship alone,
especially subcultural theory, these theories atesufficient because they do not fully examine
the power dynamics that have led to Neo-Paganitrnéeful exclusion from social reality
construction processegiewed from the perspective of integrated socialstnictionism and
conflict theory critiques of labeling theory, thegection of the Neo-Pagan worldview by
members of dominant American culture is seen ta becial reality control tactic- a means by
which members of dominant culture commandeer theepto define what is accepted as true
and right in social reality and exclude those wbhadt fit into their framework. By denying
legitimation and power to Neo-Pagans in socialityeabnstruction processes, the social reality
created by members of dominant culture remainsdestested. Chapter 4 will discuss the

phenomenological methods employed to investigasepiienomenon.
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CHAPTER IV
METHODOLOGY

The primary goal of this work is to use the conagfgocially constructed deviance as an
analytical tool to provide a more comprehensiveausthinding of the experience of living as an
American Neo-Pagan. Specifically, this work expsotiee ways in which deviance, and
associated stigma, effect Neo-Pagan social constnsc After describing the research setting,
this chapter discusses the semi- structured irhdaprviews and phenomenological participant
observation that were used to examine these afaateiest. Descriptions of the measurement

tool and sampling procedures are also provided.

Data Collection Procedures

The purpose of this work is to present a descmptibNeo-Pagan interpretations of social
experiences (especially deviance) and analyzetlpadt of these interpretations of social
constructions. Historically, it has been assened $ociological methods situating the social
researcher as an omnipotent observer are the m@\sbcial scientific methods (Ritzer 2011).

Yet many contemporary social researchers argueftbatial science aims to understand the
interpretive meaning making processes in whichagealities are produced, researchers must
become part of the meaning making process withggaants (Mannell, Kleibner & Staempfi,
2006).

Geertz (1984) articulated that the goal of a saeis¢archer is to understand concepts and
ideas in the “experience-near” terms of the samiédrs and translate them into the “experience-

distant” language used by scholar and scientistkites,
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“To grasp concepts that, for another people, apeeance-near, and to do so well
enough to place then in illuminating connectionvekperience-distant concepts
theorists have fashioned to capture the generlriesof social life, is clearly a task at
least as delicate, if a bit less magical, as pgitbineself in someone else’s skin” (Geertz,
1984, 58).
With reverence to the legacy of oppression the maliged Neo-Pagan community has
experienced, it is appropriate for this study ibae a method grounded in the “personal
knowledge and subjectivity,” of research particifgamne that emphasizes “the importance of
personal perspective and interpretation” (Lest®®91 1). There are many post-empirical
methods that stress connecting on a subjectivesrepial level with social actors. This
includes the ethnophenomenology of Kukla (1988)itherpretive anthropology of Geertz
(1974) and the autoethnography of Ellis (2003). Ahthese post-empirical methods could be
an appropriate mode of inquiry for the purposehdd tesearch. However, because of the
emphasis this study places on understanding hovepaffects social constructions,
phenomenology is an appropriate method of inquity Neo-Pagan social realities.
Phenomenology is a descriptive research methodatogiich the researcher becomes
part of the interpretive process in an effort tsatée the development and purpose of social
constructions (Lester, 1999). Becoming part of thisrpretive process necessitated my full-time
participant in American Neo-Pagan social realitieghe summers of 2011 and 2012, | spent a
total of 90 days living with Neo-Pagans while attieny Neo-Pagan festivals in Ohio and
Indiana. During this time, | attended skills shgrnmorkshops, participated in rituals and engaged
in sacred drumming and dancing at nightly firelesc| contributed to the performance of
routine camp maintenance tasks such as doing dislassing laundry and cooking meals with

festival attendees. | also prioritized time toeefland analyze how | made sense of these

experiences. When not directly engaged in Neo-Phghaviors, participant observation or
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documenting these activities, | conducted semiesttired in depth interviews with participants.
Some interviews were also conducted at privateleesies between the two summer festival
seasons. By combining semi-structured interviewth pihenomenological engagement as a
participant observer in Neo-Pagan social realitigained a comprehensive understanding of the
ways in which Neo-Pagan social realities are congtd and the broader social forces that

influence this construction.

The Setting

Chapter 2 described the growing number of Neo-Pé&stivals taking place across the
United States since the 1980s. Previous scholaes described these festivals as a primary
location for full enactment of Neo-Pagan socialitea as they are safe from hostility (Pike,
2001; Carspecken, 2012.) Five Neo-Pagan festiunalsel American mid-west were selected for
data collection. Data collection activities (i.@rficipant observation documentation and semi-
structured in depth interviews) took place in twawes at five festivals during the summers of
2011 and 2012. | attended the same five festivatls fummers. Close contact with Neo-Pagan
participants at these festivals allowed me to erarthe social practices and behaviors situated
within the daily lives of Neo-Pagans at festiva#ls.a result, | offer a comprehensive
understanding of Neo-Pagan social reality constroct

This research began as part of a longitudinal stdiddmerican Neo-Paganism led by Dr.
Laubach of Marshall University. To gain access emNPagan perspectives for the purpose of
Dr. Laubach’s study, a student research team whegggl at Marshall University in the summer
of 2011. Our team was led by Dr. Laubach, who skagour primary investigator. The seven

student researchers were David Sears, an ex-militadergraduate nursing major interested in
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Neo-Pagan practices of alternative medicine; Dd#iglson, an undergraduate student studying
Sociology interested in exploring the interconnacsi of community, ideology and spirituality;
Lisa Mathis, a post-graduate Mathematics studetht general research interests; Linda Greer,
an undergraduate sociology student studying relgyart and symbolism; Maegdlyn Morris, an
undergraduate counseling major focused on invdsimgaxperiences of alternative sexual and
relationship practices; Larisa Rogers, a post-gaelstudent exploring the function of of
Alcoholics and Narcotics Anonymous meetings inifestenvironments; and myself, a graduate
student of sociology studying the overlap of int@mil communities and spirituality.

Our team attended five festivals in Ohio and Indidaring the summer of 2011. This
included ELF Fest, a 5 Memorial Day weekend ceksdmmahosted by the Lothlorien Nature
Sanctuary in Needmore, Indiana; Babalon RisingdaytThelemic sacred sexuality festival,
hosted by Our Haven Nature Sanctuary in French, Lickana; as well as Summer Solstice, a 7
day celebration of the height of summer; Wormhate8 day open camping session, and the 7
day Starwood Festival, a yearly symposium focusedamsciousness exploration, all hosted at
the intentional community of Wisteria, in Pomer@hio. Between 100 and 600 people attended
each of these events. All festivals were uniqu@aus, size, organization and land structure.
However, these events all featured primitive campimorkshops sharing Neo-Pagan knowledge
and skills, rituals honoring specific deities onggal spiritual diversity and nightly sacred fire
circles enacting sacred, archaic drumming, danamysocializing.

During the summer of 2012, | returned and attereah of these same five festivals as
an independent researcher. There were minimaleadile changes in the structure, leadership
and/or attendance at these events during the lyabelapsed between research dates. However, |

changed dramatically as a researcher during teigitie. In 2011, | was a new participant in the
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Neo-Pagan community. | had a theoretical knowldafgge that | called upon to help me
understand the community | was studying but my s&aey practical knowledge grew only as |
actively engaged with festival activities. Whereturned in 2012, | had spent a year synthesizing
what | had learned the previous summer and was mMachk aware of what | was specifically
looking to investigate. In 2012, my interview senyas refined and | more clearly spoke the

verbal and cultural language of Neo-Paganism. Be#rs’ material proved valuable.

Applied Phenomenology

Phenomenology is a research method designed natpesearcher access to
participants’ subjective interpretations of reabty exploring the processes by which individual
and group meanings are created and enacted (HU&3&1l). Phenomenological methodology is
structured to aid researchers in sharing in therpmétative process of meaning making with their
subjects. To become part of the interpretive maamaking processes, researchers develop and
adopt a personal understanding of the worldvievggmein the community under study
(Mannell, Kleibner & Staempfi, 2006). As such, Ettame” as Neo-Pagan as possible for the
duration of this study. To this end, | construcéeeo-Pagan identity over the course of this
project. Instead of merely going through the acias a participant or watching experiences
unfold as an outside observer, | intentionally dddm personal understanding of the worldview
present in the Neo-Pagan community.

During the course of this research, | remained dpexperiencing alternative forms of
spiritual ecstasy firsthand, to establishing a geas connection with the divine through various
Neo-Pagan rituals and to experimenting with newnfof social arrangements in my personal

life that | was introduced to by members of thisncounity. This allowed me to connect with
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research participants on a deeply personal leveligh the use of common language and a
sharing of similar experience during interviews k&) 1988). Minimal data detailing my
experiences participating in Neo-Pagan socialiesai$ included in this document. It is critically
important that the voices of the Neo-Pagans thikwepresents remain the primary focus.
However, it is necessary to note my activities pard of the research process, as my experiences
as a Neo-Pagan directly informed my formation efititerview instrument and influenced the
ways in which | present the data.

Changes occurred within myself between the twgestaf data collection activities. In
2011, my primary concern was testing my interviastiument. | was more attuned, stronger
mentally in my involvement and more descriptiveamducting participant observation during
data collection in 2012. As | became more comfdetabth the interview script, | was able to
devote more time and attention to participatingrmd documenting my surroundings. |
participated and documented my surroundings duhadirst summer of data collection, but my
findings were more general. | was not yet attummedrttaking notes on specific philosophical
differences in spiritual sects, the politics oftfes organization or the intricacies of navigating
dual identities as participants in both Neo-Pagahdominant American cultural social realities.

There are many challenges inherent to employing@ienological methods. One such
example is of the researcher’s inability to becanfell member of a community under study
(Geertz, 1974). Adler and Adler (1987) stated the inability is the defining line between
typical setting members and participant researehmesgarchers cannot solely focus upon their
involvement in participating in setting activitiess most participating members can. Researchers
must also engage in necessary habits such as mgaahversations and events in a nearly

schizophrenic multi-focus (Adler and Adler; 198 An additional limitation to the
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phenomenological approach includes the use of camtyaspecific language. Using
community-specific language in interview scriptsl grarticipant observation documentation
supports the experiential nature of subjects’ ustdedings, yet limits the ability of the research
to be compared to other populations in the futlihes could create challenges to presenting a
unified body of work on alternative spiritualityoFexample, the term “mundania” is one
common to the Neo-Pagan lexicon, and refers toNmmPagan members of dominant
American culture. This is a term that likely coulot be applied to studies of other communities,
though it is one offered by many Neo-Pagan respaisdend unifies multiple narratives within
the present study. Also, when researchers comedw khe data in participant specific terms,
translating findings back to the language of acadeilmecomes complicated. With the added
burden of cultural transmediation, researchers nn@dome ever more rigorous in their
dedication to authenticity of representation (skis,2005: Adams, 2011).

My observations of American Neo-Pagan communitiehe American mid-west have
been recorded in approximately three hundred paljsid notes. Engaging in this level of
participant observation instead of relying on tie#ical assumptions about this community has
allowed me to recount the everyday lived experierdegparticipants. Combining
phenomenological participant observation with ipttlesemi-structured interviews, | have been
able to attain a level of understanding of the Ragan community to be shared with others that

could not have been achieved simply by being irfigid.

Semi-Structured In Depth Interviews
During the summers of 2011 and 2012, semi-strudturelepth interviews were

conducted with Neo-Pagans at Neo-Pagan festivaleihmerican mid-west. As a non Neo-
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Pagan member of dominant American culture and ther@n outsider to this community, | was
acutely aware that | would be challenged to acelyaecord the perspectives of Neo-Pagans
held in relation to their experiences of a uniqoea reality without reframing it in a way that
reflected my own cultural understanding. Thus,uke of in depth, semi-structured interviews
was intentionally chosen in an effort to minimibe unequal power dynamic that often exists
between researchers and participants in knowledsguping interview conversations (Briggs,
2007). | offered interview participants a genenadgline for their responses to questions about
the main areas of research interest, while alsatioge space for participants to focus on
information they found to be valuable in relatiortheir experiences.

In my selection of interviewees, | employed a psipe sampling technique. Because |
was interested in capturing the incredible divgrsftlived Neo-Pagans experiences, Neo-Pagans
from a variety of backgrounds were interviewedténtionally selected Neo-Pagans with
various experience levels and roles within the comity as well as different chosen spiritual
identity labels. | wanted to speak with first tifestival attendees, individuals who had been
institutional in the founding of the festivals, pats, volunteers, workshop presenters, officiators
of spiritual ceremonies and craft vendors. | alsmppsively sampled a range of ages. No one |
approached declined to be interviewed. The majofiffjeo-Pagans participating in Neo-Pagan
festivals tend to be white and middle class. itggal for there to be slightly more females than
males. As a result, | selected a sample of Neo+iatljet was balanced in terms of the gender
makeup of the community, and one that reflectedraety of educational backgrounds and
occupational experiences. | also selected an empabiample of first time festival attendees,

long time participants and festival organizersakwmot able to select an inclusive sample in
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terms of race/ethnicity as there is a lack of dadiigersity in the Neo-Pagan community of the
American mid-west.

The interview script was pre-tested during the semaf 2011, provided rich data, and
thus proved to be a solid instrument. However, nafrthe questions in this initial script were
very general and, in some cases, utilized langtlagenvas more specific to dominant American
culture rather than that of the Neo-Pagan commuiihys script also did not ask for specific
demographic data such as race/ethnicity, gendemroent employment status. Therefore,
changes were made to the instrument before itswseg the summer of 2012. Questions of
demographic data were added, some questions wared¢o be more specific in focus and the
language was revised to be more explicitly inforrbgdNeo-Pagan worldview.

Interviews were conducted in a semi-structureditashmeaning that each respondent
had the opportunity to answer every question. Haresften unanticipated topics would surface
during the course of the conversation. Intervieweesld be encouraged to further elaborate on
these unanticipated topics through follow-up questithat were not originally included in the
interview questionnaire. In general, interview gimss covered topics such as daily life while
attending Neo-Pagan festivals, Neo-Pagan expeseanug expectations within the community,
spiritual identification, interactions with membearfsdominant American culture and individual
practices of Witchcraft and magick. In 2012, a imte+view questionnaire was added and
administered orally to participants to gather derapbic data (see Appendix B).

Interview sites, while at festival, included, bugne not limited to, personal campsites,
researcher campsites, workshop areas, ritual spdieethe rite had concluded, or communal
eating spaces. Most interviews were conductedi@mdées’ personal campsites during the early

afternoon. Follow up interviews conducted betwdensummers of 2011 and 2012 took place in
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private residences of the interviewees. Each ird@rwas recorded on audiotape and lasted
anywhere from thirty to one hundred minutes, yieddover 200 pages of interview transcripts.

Additional notes were taken after the interviewsmbance the analysis of recorded accounts.

Sample Characteristics

It would be impossible to tell a single unifiedrstof living as a Neo-Pagan, as
interpretative texts are multi-vocal and are mafd® stories told by many types of people
(Ellis 2005). As such, accounts that emerge froes¢hinterviews are not expected or intended to
be exhaustive of all the possible perspectivebade who participate in the Neo-Pagan
movement of the American mid-west. Neo-Paganisands/erse, flowing and evolving socio-
religious community. Neo-Pagan identities incluolat, are not limited to, practitioners of Wicca,
Thelema, Germanic Asatru and Irish Druidism. MargoNPagans identify simply as eclectic or
as goddess and/or earth worshippers. Thus, fguuh@ose of this study, a Neo-Pagan is defined
as any individual who identifies with one or mariytlee religious subheadings included in
modern Paganism. As such, anyone who choosesfioleetify as Neo-Pagan is included for
consideration in the data. While there are manldadn active in this community, only adults
were interviewed.

During and between the summers of 2011 and 20déhducted semi-structured in depth
interviews with forty-five Neo-Pagans | met at Nleagan festivals in Ohio and Indiana. Thirty-
seven of these interviews were conducted whileteras festivals, the other eight were
conducted in private residences with individuatselt at festival in the time between summers.
Beyond observable characteristics such as gendsemiation and relative age, demographic

data was not gathered during the summer of 201thdgeaphic data was gathered during the
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summer of 2012 but this information is not inclu@esdthe results would not be representative of
the sample as a whole. Therefore, no finite sartipéeacteristics can be offered. However,
general statements about the sample can be stated.

Respondents used a variety of terms to describegpieitual identity: “Jew Witch,” “an
eclectic, Wiccan, Shaman, making it up as | go @lofirhelemic philosopher,” “mostly
Asatru,” and “tree hugging dirt worshipper” are soaxamples. The vast majority of
participants in Neo-Pagan festivals are white anttiple interviewees describe the Neo-Pagan
community as “goddess-hedyymeaning that the community tends to focus on wois
spirituality and have a dominantly female populatio

Religious or economic inclusion criteria to Neo-Badestivals is fairly open- entrance to
the private property where festivals are hostegtasited to those who pay the entrance fee ($100
to $175 dollars for each event), facilitate a mimimnumber of performance, workshops or
ritual hours, or who work barter for free or reddigeice entry. However, despite this economic
diversity, there are limitations. There is a leweéconomic investment that is necessitated by the
equipment needed for camping rustically many daysteme. While participants come from a
variety of socio-economic backgrounds, those whaatchave supplies such as tents and
sleeping bags may not be able to participate.

Most interview respondents described their homemanities as either urban or
suburban. A minority of respondents live in runadas. At all festivals but Starwood and
Wormhole, most individuals come from communitie©inio, Indiana, West Virginia, or
Pennsylvania. Both Starwood and Wormhole draw d#ets from both coasts of the United
States. Nine of the forty-five respondents stas they do have social ties to other Neo-Pagans

in their hometowns. Having described the samph@w turn to the methods used in my study to

® Thank you to fellow researcher Linda Greer for providing me with this term.
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investigate the life narratives of research paéots to uncover potential benefits enjoyed and

stigma coping mechanisms employed by members dhiterican Neo-Pagan community.

Data Analysis Procedures

My analysis of the American Neo-Pagan communityeiserated from primary data that
| collected (e.q., field notes and transcriptiohawdiotaped interview materials). The proposed
research questions, review of existing literature gneoretical perspective anchors the data
analysis. A question-by-gquestion analysis of therinew questionnaire was intentionally
unexplored as this would fail to capture the ridmef the lived social experiences of interview
subjects. Instead, field notes and interview trepsons were evaluated using thematic analysis
to identify patterns of behavior and described pectves across the data sample (Guest, 2012).

Data were then coded by hand, first using syntimggizoncepts, then, later, definitive concepts.

In Depth Semi-Structured Interviews and Phenomenolgical Participant Observation

| analyzed Interview transcripts and field notesigswo interpretive frameworks: (1)
thematic analysis to capture emergent themes tinksticed and (2) a theory-generated scheme of
identity management tools for coping with stigmasiped by Goffman. Before discussing why
individuals choose to participate within the AmandNeo-Pagan community and how Neo-
Pagans employ identity management techniques t® with identity related stigma, | first had
to illustrate the benefits gained from participatio the community and the identity maintenance
technigues Neo-Pagans employ.

The following research questions guided the inii@hse of analysis: (1) Are there

common experiences that have led individuals tgaate within the Neo-Pagan community?
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(2) Are there benefits gained by participants witthie Neo-Pagan movement? If so, (3) are there
mechanisms utilized by participating members tceceph the stigmatization of their Neo-
Pagan identity? | read through the field notesiatetview transcripts looking for evidence of
narrative themes that emerged from the data itioaléo each of these questions. As evidence
was found, it was placed in a separate word doctifoetater coding. Any participant response
that did not fit into one of these three main categs was grouped into a “miscellaneous” file.

| now had new documents supporting evidence ofatige themes in relation to common
life experiences leading to participation in the é&iimnan Neo-Pagan community, benefits gained
from participation and stigma coping mechanisnibeh read through and coded each paragraph
in numeric fashion to distinguish particular therttest were identified and supported them with
qguotes from personal interviews. After, | returnedhe full interview transcripts and reviewed
them, coding each paragraph to ensure | had naeohiany evidence. The coding scheme used
for the interview data was also used when revigifield notes to ensure uniformity across both
types of data in the sample. While coding, | waigieint in identifying descriptions of life
occurrences leading to participation within the NRagan community, discussion of personal
spiritual identity, social practices perceived asidnt by members of dominant American
culture and identity management techniques. Togetihese two data sources indicate that there
is a common life narrative describing experientes have led many Neo-Pagans to participate
within the community, that participants stay wittin@ community because there are perceived
benefits and that there are identity managemeid 8ystemically employed by members of the
Neo-Pagan community to mitigate the consequencassuafciated social stigma.

In sum, the methodology presented in the foregparggraphs enables me to present a

rich, complex and authentic description of the Neaman community of the American mid-west.
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Phenomenological participant observation allowedimenany ways, to become Neo-Pagan for
the duration of this study and thus gain accessitgective interpretations of Neo-Pagan reality.
At the same time, in depth semi-structured intevgi@ighlight and express the actual voices of
those living as Neo-Pagan in the American mid-wEsé use of only one of these methods of
inquiry would not have allowed me to gain such emenderstanding of the situated behaviors
and everyday practices involved in creating andigpating with Neo-Pagan social reality.

The next chapter provides an overview of the reduttm each research questions.
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CHAPTER V
RESULTS

This chapter answers the three questions that gulde research. Respondents provide a
narrative of experiencing increased acceptancpdmonal expression and a related autonomous
empowerment from their participation in the Amerniddeo-Pagan festival community. These
experiences lead to the perception of an actuapeesbnal liberty and a validated chosen
identity. Neo-Pagan participation in intentionatiynstructed social networks that continue this

liberation outside of the community to the exteo$gble is then discussed.

Influence on Participation

This section explores the common experiences that led individuals to choose to actively
participate within and identify as a member of #reerican Neo-Pagan community. Three
major themes emerge from the data in relationitottpic: 1) experiences of alienation within
dominant American culture for social preferenced/anspiritual beliefs followed by acceptance
for these preferences and beliefs by members dfideePagan community; 2) the desire to
benefit from flexible social norms present in theoNPagan communities; and 3) the ability to

enact a more desired social reality.

Alienation and Acceptance

Many Neo-Pagans indicate that they experiencenigelof alienation when engaging
with members of the dominant American culture. Resients report family, friends and other
peers rejecting the validity of experiences th@oeslents consider spiritual in nature. These
spiritual experiences include, primarily, persoc@hnections with deities and/or divinity other

than Judeo-Christian Gods, as well as the beligpints and/or other divine inspiration not
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recognized by dominant American religious tradisio®ften this caused doubt in the individual
about the nature of the spiritual nature of thepegience. Many respondents also cite alienation
from members of dominant American culture on th&saf social preferences, such as practices
of polyamory, feminism, anti-heterosexism and egalitarianisom&times participants’
preferences are associated with religious practue®unding alternative belief systems. Other
times they are not.

Multiple interview respondents recall early childloexperiences with spirits or other
entities that many termed as manifestations otithi@e. These respondents describe similar
narratives when sharing accounts of these expa&santh parents or older significant others as
children. Interview respondents state that, aglodnl, their accounts of such experiences were
often met with hostility and renouncement by theigaificant others. One woman, now in her
late thirties, describes early childhood experismfevhat she perceives as communication with
plant life and the earth, beings she describesvased She states these experiences began around
age seven or eight and that she also experiende,skie now terms, premonitions. This woman
states that, as a child telling her mother aboiteixperiences she was having, she was made to
feel ashamed and as if she had done something wittgnother demanded she “keep her
mouth shut” about such things. When these prenmrstcontinued into adolescence, her mother
began referring to her as a “devil child.” The waonstates she experienced similar rejection
from her peers and other family members and thas) & young age, adopted solitude and

silence regarding her spiritual experiences aseksurvival technique.

’Polyamory is defined as the state or practice girflzamore than one romantic relationship at a
time (Mariam Webster, 2014). Interview respondeligsinguish polyamory from open
relationships, cheating and/or swinging by hightiigéy the necessity of obtaining consent from
all participating within the relationship.
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Many interview respondents report similar experesneof rejection and hostility as
children in relation to their spiritual experienc&be experience the woman describes above, in
which she was termed “devil child” by her mothedisés at an extreme. Most respondents
recalled more subtle challenges in finding acceggdar their spiritual beliefs within familial
networks as children. One woman in her early tvesntiescribes being introduced to magick and
Witchcraft in the fifth or sixth grade. The respentstates that, as an adolescent, “I tried
reading about that stuff and then my parents cannghand were like, ‘no, actually that’s really
bad, don’t do this anymore.’ | really like magiakdathe idea of magick but | kind of grew up
keeping it to myself | guess.” Many respondentgg@ecounts of a young interest in alternative
spiritual practices that were met with discourageiny their parents and significant others. For
some Neo-Pagans, this meant that childhood intenmesipiritual magick and/or Witchcraft were
put on hold and not developed until later in IFer those who did pursue an early interest, many
of these people adopted the solitude and silerateatas perceived to be the only way for them
to continue developing their interests.

Experiences of alienation based upon childhoodesten alternative spiritual
experiences were found to be common among membd#ie dleo-Pagan community. As adults,
many Neo-Pagans have also experienced hostiligrder their spiritual identification from
their families and significant others. For some NRamans, hostility from their families in
relation to their spirituality is a continuatiorofn childhood. Yet, for others who discovered or
first expressed their interest in Neo-Paganisnr iatéfe, this is a new phenomenon that requires
ongoing negotiation. One male respondent speaksabf challenges with his family as a young
man in his early twenties. In reference to hisigmlity, he states, “I struggle interacting with

my family members simply because | can’t fully eegs myself in the ways | have learned how
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with them... When | try to discuss things opentg, imisunderstood.” Many respondents, like
this young man, report avoidance as a tactic inagiug this uncomfortable dynamic with their
family. For such individuals, information providéaltheir families about Neo-Pagan festivals,
events or spiritual practices is often intentiop&kpt vague and nonspecific, if openly discussed
at all.

Families appear to be the social arena in whichynNeo-Pagans first encounter
alienation in relation to their spirituality. Yetimerous respondents also detail the struggles they
have expressing their Neo-Pagan identity as adutither social venues, such as the workplace.
Many respondents report a fear of being “outedNas-Pagan while at work. On this topic, one
man in his late thirties describes his experiencg white collar managerial position in the
Appalachian energy production industry. He states:

| struggle at work sometimes, not saying things wil give me away. | have to...

They would shit can me if they find out that myibd are anything other than

standard Christian or eh, | don’t care, which &eetivo common beliefs... If they

were to find out | was some tree hugging dirt wiphr, there would be a

distance between me and some of the people | ndatetact with on a daily

basis and it would inhibit my ability to do my jeell.

Beyond specific challenges within family and wddqe arenas, numerous respondents
also describe feeling a general sense of alienatioinbeing “other” as a Neo-Pagan in dominant
American cultural communities. Often this senséeefing “other” overlaps with a Neo-Pagan
view on social morals and ethics. In referenceotmad norms of dominant American culture, one
woman in her early forties who has participatethis movement for the past three decades
states, “I've developed a pretty specific senskeavi the world should be and it really doesn’t
line up with the way that most of the public thiritkat the world should be.” Like this speaker,

many respondents discuss the growth of a morag#hidal code aligning with their personal

ideals that has developed alongside their spirifuas a member of the Neo-Pagan community.

Willful Disobedience 41



For many respondents, this has created additidvadllenges when interacting with members of
dominant American culture. One long time festivaitizipant, an older woman in her late fifties
states:

It's very hard for me to live in a community fillegith Baptist Republicans

because when we first came to town it was “Oh, whatch do you go to? Have

you found a church yet?” Everything is about chuanld voting for Republicans and

being conservative. They don’'t want anything thatates their little social norm.

You're supposed to fit into this little cookie @utt.

Together, these two female speakers illuminatestihggle that Neo-Pagans face as
participants in both Neo-Pagan and dominant Amearatdture. Within the Neo-Pagan
community, individuals are encouraged not onlygwedop an individualized code of ethics, but
also are given the freedom to enact these ethids witeracting with members of their Neo-
Pagan community. This freedom does not extenddio garticipation in social interactions with
members of dominant American culture. However, midag-Pagans find they must continue to
engage with members of dominant culture for workdaucational purposes. When | asked one
interview participant whether or not she encountiialenges interacting with members of
dominant American culture, she responded emotipn@lk a single mother in her mid-thirties
from suburban Ohio, she states:

| live in an area that has a white bread appearakae | am different. | don'’t

care about grades. | don’t care about status.’t dare about any of that. A lot

of people in my community do. | care more aboutithgortant things...Integrity.

Family. Honesty. And living an authentic life, fming what other people expect

you to be, but being true to yourself. And theysceworried about appearances.

| don’t care about any of that. The people in t@hmunity do. | stay because |

want my daughter to have the best education pesdoit we struggle, we

definitely struggle.

The use of “that” instead of “my” when referenciihg Ohio community in which she lives

linguistically demonstrates the distance she f#eta her community. She is within the

community, but also apart from it.
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As it will be demonstrated, participation in thetigal community allows the Neo-
Pagans | spoke with a reprieve from the perceiwadimes of engaging with members of
dominant culture, even if only temporarily. One wamin her early thirties describes this
feeling. She states, “Out in the real world, | feslust constantly be protecting myself from the
attacks of society’s you should be this way, yoousth buy this, etc etc. Here | feel | can be open
with all these people, | feel like they're not ggito judge me.” One male respondent in his late
teens affirms this sentiment as well. When askeditlwhy he attends Neo-Pagan festivals, he
comments that he comes because festivals areédnaaén” for people to come to and enjoy
themselves “without worry about some of the extespures that normal society would put on
their activities.” He states that when he goes liadks regular life outside of festival that he
must “change completely” so as to relieve himsethe alienation he would otherwise
experience for his beliefs and values. For thesalggrs, it is the freedom from social
disapproval that connects them with the Neo-Pagamuunity.

The desire for freedom to express one’s identty ® express it openly is regularly
reiterated by interview respondents. A woman indegety twenties states that what drew her to
identity with the Neo-Pagan community, once iniyiahtroduced, was being “so impressed by
how everyone put themselves out there.” One youawg describes the allure of this freedom
when he states, simply, that the Neo-Pagan comgnhad created a space where he can “drop
the defense” he maintains in regard to safeguatimglentity and beliefs from the potential
hostile responses from members of dominant Amemcdtare. Many interview respondents
report feeling that they can drop their acts otgading to be what they perceive dominant
American culture wants them to be when socializiity their Neo-Pagan friends. This feeling

of release is especially strong while attendingifats. Those interviewed describe how, in
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festival environments, they can openly voice thejection of the consumerism and conformity
espoused in dominant American culture. This is shing that is done with extreme caution

outside of Neo-Pagan interactions.

The Allure of “The Party”

Not all American Neo-Pagans identify with the ex@ece of alienation from dominant
American culture described above. For that matietr all Neo-Pagan festival attendees identify
as Neo-Pagan. For such individuals, festivals ayeit@ different experience. There are many
who have come to Neo-Pagan festivals as cautiauslgus onlookers. It is worth asking, then,
what in the Neo-Pagan community appeals to thefieiduals, such that they continue their
participation within the community.

Most respondents have a story of their introductmothe Neo-Pagan community. For
those who did not come to the Neo-Pagan commueitgssarily seeking spiritual asylum, many
cited “the party” they found within the community a key influence in their continued
participation. “The party” references the drinkisgxuality and drug use that often accompanies
spiritual and social experiences within the Neodpelgstival community. In many ways, the
party at Neo-Pagan festivals echoes the purposasyobther such party. Yet, multiple
respondents stated that elements of “the partyaarx@mmon way for newcomers to make the
transition to a new set of community norms thay ey come to accept as desirable.

Some festivals, on the surface, have a strong p#etgent. Around the fire circle and
within private camp spaces, the consumption offadts a commonly shared social activity. It
is not uncommon for large containers of alcohddéacommunally passed around the fire circle
at night. At Lothlorien, plastic jugs of orangedeimixed with vodka are passed around to

remaining fire circle participants at dawn. At Véisa, “slap the bag” is a common jovial game
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around the fire in which someone will pass arouta@ of wine to be consumed freely if one is
able to “slap the bag” with enough enthusiasm éagé the carrier.

The imbibing around fire circles and in private gaspaces is done within the context of
community policing. As a whole, the group worksethger to ensure none underage drink
alcohol and that no one is so drunk that they becamanger to themselves or others. | saw
many examples of this while participating in nigtfite circles. Similarly, at every Neo-Pagan
festival attended, | witnessed the community wagkimgether to ensure no act of sexual
harassment was tolerated. Such communal policiegpecially important in these environments
as sexuality and nudity are more openly acceptaal ith party settings within dominant
American culture. It often is the responsibilityadfmmunity elders and those who are familiar
with Neo-Pagan norms to guide newcomers througinilegithe alternatives rules of social
engagement. Sometimes this policing must also be dblongtime Neo-Pagan participants. As
one Lothlorien elder stated to me, “yes, she iconnaked. No, this is not an invitation for
sex.”

While the party element is demonstrably strongeatival, many of the respondents |
spoke with do not typically engage in party acitést In describing their daily routines, many
older respondents stated enjoying rising and gtoriged early to take part in daytime activities
such as workshops, rituals and performances. Foe sspirituality and partying are not
correlated with one another. Yet one young malpaedent stated there is a productive
relationship between these two elements of Neo+Ptstivals. He describes the party in this
way:

For a lot of people, the fire circle isn't necesgdhe sacred experience it is for

many other people. But it is a way to break thtotigeir mainstream societal

thinking because what is happening here is so tziglp different than
anything they've ever done before, something thewrobably been told is wrong
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and to just get out there and do it (without orhwiit the use of intoxicants), | think, is
helping to break down the boundaries that we'vaupat our own mind that we don’t
even quite realize are there.

This respondent discusses the party aspects ofdkeas necessary for some to break down their
previously constructed conceptions of devianceiamdorality. Some respondents mused that
perhaps this is because once under the influenakeatol or drugs, behavior and consciousness
becomes less inhibited. An older male in his fiftgates that, “One way | think people are

learning to do that is through partying becausegisy. It's an easier way to let those defenses

go.

Intoxication, in many ways, provides the same fioms at Neo-Pagan festivals as it does
at bar or house party venues within dominant Anagriculture. However, multiple respondents
comment that the party culture within the Neo-Pagammunity differs from that the dominant
American culture. One respondent describes how:

This environment is a lot different regarding homugts are done and experienced

and expressed in a lot of ways, or it has the piatleio be a lot different... People

have a chance to have pretty spiritual experieretéer than in the outside where

you sit around and smoke weed and play video games.
Many respondents (especially younger respondeptgridbe how in some instances, it is within
the fire circle, sometimes with the use of drugg altohol, that they first experienced a
consciousness shift to view the world differentign they had before.

Respondents are clear that the fire circle is reiaic experience. The fire circle is
archaic and spiritual in nature, an intentional wixecstatic dancing, drumming and natural
elements. The experience of participating withim dnumming and dancing around a fire in the

woods is outside of the normal experiences oneleriecs participating within dominant

American culture. Respondents describe how padiicp in this somewhat intense experience
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is so far outside what dominant culture views asnab that participation alone often triggers the
reevaluation of one’s identity and world perspeztiv

One Lothlorien elder describes his observatiorhefrhany young people who have first
come to Lothlorien to check out accounts from peérsaked women dancing around fires, the
looser sexual norms and the great parties. Hesstatany of these people come for the weekend
and never come back. But others get a glimpseragfang more going on at these festivals and
come back to investigate.” One long time festivattigipant and elder also at Lothlorien
described how, “There have been many people whe bame here for the drugs, sex, rock and
roll that left with a little different focus abouthat is going on here.” As such, “the party” serves
as a sort of social lubricant, allowing participaatway to make the transition from dominant
American culture to alternative culture. For mamgrview respondents, these experiences have
become the basis of a new and evolving spiritu#thiéy legitimates their desire for a social

reality in which their environmental, feminist, tEadtivist ideals are enacted.

Enacting Desired Social Reality

In addition to the themes elaborated above, evexy-Ragan respondent in this study
expressed some level of discontent with the soeality enacted in dominant American culture.
The most commonly cited sources of discontent ohelexisting social organization founded
upon patriarchy and class, systematic inequaliiy prioritizing of profit over the health of
people and the environment, spiritual intoleramearriage inequality and the social oppression
of minority groups such as non-heterosexual andgequeer individuals. Most respondents
cited a combination of these factors as the sooirtieeir discontent. Regardless of whether

spiritual acceptance, social acceptance, “the gastyother reasons brought the individual to the
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Neo-Pagan community, respondents universally deseridesire to see Neo-Pagan values
enacted in their everyday lives within public sbaigenas. The Neo-Pagan festival community
serves as a response to this dissatisfaction lwding a safe space to create, express and enact
the social realities desired by Neo-Pagan.

An organizer of the Babalon Rising festival stateat, in the most basic form, Neo-
Pagan festivals serve as a “safe space for play-with the self, play with expression and play
with one another.” This play manifests through elake costuming and interactions around
nightly fires, the creative construction of rit@add worship, the practicing of various physical art
forms (such as metal work, chant and ceramicsl)sskiilding workshops (like massage,
meditation and drumming) and interpersonal relatngm development. One respondent in her
early twenties describes the allure of particigatimthe festival community. She states:

Festivals are a way for people to live the livesytdream of for themselves. Life

is not at all like we would like it to be. But astival, we can create, participate

and be it in a way that makes it so, even if onlyd short time.

A young woman similarly described this sentimenewlshe describes how she felt within her
body while attending her first Neo-Pagan festi&ile states:

| feel so completely comfortable here. | am notnea about my body

iIssues such as whether I've eaten too much aapje will find my leg

hair offensive or my face being imperfect in coexpbn. I've never

been here before. But this feels like the modtpleee I've ever been,

it feels like the most natural thing in the wortehw it's supposed to be.

This is how | wish | was living all the time.

The fire circle is one of the primary sites for Neagan social desires to be enacted (see
Pike 2001 for a more detailed analysis). A youngdke new to the festival community describes

the fire circle as “a stage where you can go anaaicthese different parts and play with

different parts of yourself.” She explains thisdiying the example of how one night she may
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dress in costume, and other nights dance untstinerises wearing nothing but a skirt, enjoying
the mud on her feet. This allows her to experieram®us parts of her identity that she does not
have the opportunity to explore when participaimgominant American culture. Similarly, one
longtime Lothlorien festival participant and novdet describes the reality creation that occurs
as Neo-Pagan festivals. He states, “This is a gt@ggeople to come and really live out all kind
of fantasies. People really need that, | think.”

While the fire circle is a main site for expressamd play, the creation of fantasy worlds
extends out into the festival community as a whitg.example, a majority of Neo-Pagans
claim to value a respect for the earth. Many expeedesire to live more in harmony with nature.
Thus, living in tents for a time while attendingfi®al can become a spiritual experience in
which this value is enacted. Another way festivdfer the opportunity to enact Neo-Pagan
social fantasy is through the creation of seasoai@ping communities. Groups will camp
together and create spaces to socialize and sdsk® $uch as cooking and dishes. A microcosm
of a more desirable social reality is enactedlierduration of an event. One middle aged woman
who has attended festival for about twenty yeapdagns the purpose of this enactment when she
states, “There are many people who are involveii§o-Pagan festivals) for the norms- the
partying norms, the sexual norms. They're herdHerlifestyle.” Every participant stated some
form of belief that within the festival communitlyety fear being judged or subjected to negative
social consequences for their desires less thaaaial situations within dominant American
culture. Most interview respondents state thaetiectment of more desirable social realities
that occurs within the Neo-Pagan festival commukégps them coming back more than any

other factor.
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Perceived Benefits

Neo-Paganism is situated within a historical legaicgppression. With the potential for
severe negative social consequences if identiea [deo-Pagan, it is somewhat surprising that
individuals participate within the community at.atbuided by my second research question, this
section explores the benefits individuals may nez&om their participation within this
community that warrants risking the effect of sbstagma. Two main benefits are identified -

validation of personal identity and a less restdandividual liberty.

Validation of Chosen Identity

Many individuals who participate within the Neo-Ragcommunity have experienced
social disapproval, rejection and/or hostility agsult of their expression of alternative
spirituality and socio-cultural preferences durihgir lifetimes. As such, participating in the
Neo-Pagan community can feel like a sense of homawp Some respondents describe the awe
they experienced during their first festival, bgreelieving such a community existed after years
of alienation. This experience is a common catedmsi members of the community. This is
demonstrated in the phrasing by which some Neo+iageeet one another upon first arriving at
festival: “welcome home.” This statement declamesrie another that this is a safe, welcoming
space where individuals will not be persecutedHteir spiritual beliefs or socio-cultural
practices.

This experience of newfound homecoming can be mgadis the Neo-Pagan community
provides a space where spirituality and identitined had been repressed can be safely explored.
One woman in her late thirties cites having a spfece for spiritual exploration as the precise
reason she is now deeply involved in the Neo-Pagammunity. She states that what brought

her to festival was a desire to “reclaim my spality that was neglected while | was married
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because my partner wasn’t comfortable with it.” €dg of the Neo-Pagan community, she had
not found a space that would allow her to do sisfsatorily.

The spirituality that is encouraged to be develoged explored within the Neo-Pagan
community is, for many, empowering. One middle agethan states that for the majority of her
existence, she felt powerless to make changesiliféeSince finding the Neo-Pagan
community a decade ago, she has spent many yedirggfeafe to explore her faith more
authentically. She states that she now feels muohger and that her developed faith has:

brought me through a lot of crap in my life- diveydeath, birth. It has helped

me realize that | am a much stronger woman beaamse have the valkyrfeto

look up to. I've got many woman goddesses who liare the most remarkable

things. It makes me a strong, stronger than | thétdonger than | remember.

Often, experiences of spiritual validation founithin the Neo-Pagan community is
coupled with feelings of perceived validation igaeds to other aspects of identity. One woman
in her early twenties who recently began attendiieg-Pagan festivals cites the support of her
personal identification as a psychic by membeith®Neo-Pagan community as one of the key
reasons for her continued participation. Psychigpathic abilities are not necessarily linked to
any particular spiritual path. However, these &b8i like beliefs in nature spirits, angels and
ancestors are cited by respondents to have labgely met with hostility by members of
dominant American culture.

A young woman who has attended festivals many yieaagow described how, within
the Neo-Pagan community, she is “with a group @igbe who understand the issues | am going
through, and who legitimate the psychic experieticasl’'m having.” She further states that, it

makes me feel powerful because | don't have to @emuestion that these things are

happening.” This empowerment has occurred becdiesa®v has other people who validate the

& A host of female deities from the Norse Asatru tradition
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authenticity of the psychic experiences she isiavlhus validated socially, she allows herself
to feel more pride in her perceived abilities amtéhéve more faith in her experiences. While not
specifically stated, it seems that these experieefe heal trauma from past social disapproval.

One further aspect to consider in relation tovihiedation of Neo-Pagan spiritual
identities are the norms that surround spiritulaéleng within the Neo-Pagan community. Many
respondents describe their spirituality as somgtthat is fluid and evolving, an aspect of
identity that cannot be easily labeled. An exangbléhis can be found in one Lothlorien elder’s
response to questions about his spiritual ideritgystates, “I'm pretty much an eclectic,
Wiccan, Shaman, making it up as | go along.” Thentality towards spiritual identification is
not universal within the Neo-Pagan community- s@aeicipants strongly identify with only
one of the religions under the Neo-Pagan umbrékamany others blend multiple religions
including those outside what is typically considkMeo-Pagan. Such examples include self-
identified “Jew Witches,” “Unitarian UniversaliseBans” and “Pagan Quakers.” Respondents
state that support for such blending of spiritdaintification was something not by members of
dominant American culture. Thus, the freedom taoiide with multiple spiritual identities
attracts many individuals to the Neo-Pagan communit

Safe space for religious exploration and identifarais treasured by respondents who
state they have not found such space elsewhe@mmndnt American culture. A majority of
respondents state they feel or have felt a lore$gure to conform to others’ ideas of religion.
For these respondents, this conformity does non@s as authentic. A young man who was
recently introduced to the Neo-Pagan community st one of the biggest influences that
pulled him towards participating in the Neo-Pagammunity was his perception that “this

group does not purport to have the right way. fieisf ways that have worked in the past, ways
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that might work in the future but, ultimately, wh&ver way works out for you is the way you
are encouraged to go.” This sentiment is not exsecflawlessly (there are many debates within
over the right way to perform rituals, correct brgtal accounts, etc) yet safe spiritual

exploration was cited by the majority respondesta @arimary reason for participation.

A Freer Personal Liberty

The second theme that emerged from responses stiansgeabout the benefits gained by
participating in the Neo-Pagan movement is an asxd sense of personal liberty. There are
many people who participate within Neo-Pagan comtyu@vents and social networks who do
not necessarily identify with any spiritual or ggbus leaning, not even Neo-Paganism. Many
individuals included in this sample, including teasho came for spiritual asylum report that the
attraction leading them to participate within thed\NPagan community is the freedom of social
norms. There are specific areas of their identitibgh the Neo-Pagan community is open to.
The most commonly referred to aspects include dextientation, gender expression and
alternative practices of intimate relationship stuves.

The attitude of the Neo-Pagan community is percebserespondents to be more
accepting in contrast to that of dominant Americaliure. This acceptance refers to several
aspects of personal expression. Most often citedtity markers were sexual preference, gender
expression and intimate relationship structuféss open acceptance is exemplified in a mantra
that is commonly expressed within this communitytessguiding moral code- “Do what you

will, harm none.? Regardless of semantics and personal interpragatibthis mantra, this

’There are variations of this expression found arebngrious Neo-Pagan spiritual sects. Both
Wicca and Thelema have their specific version#isf éxpression: “An ye harm none, do what
ye will,” within Wicca and “Do what thou wilt shalie the whole of the law” within Thelema.
Semantics aside, this expressions is a shared aaloag all Neo-Pagans | spoke with.
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sentiment unites the attitudes of participant est&ons within the Neo-Pagan community. One
young man describes what this means to him in tefrhgs sexual orientation. He states:

I'm bisexual. | like women and men. Here, thatampletely and absolutely

fine. You can come and be exactly yourself. Nowpifi're an asshole every now

and then, that’s ok, you can come here and bddbajust don’t hurt anybody.

You can come here, be yourself, do your own thimgean, the saying here is

‘hurt none, do what you will.” And it's a wonderftling.

This respondent states that freedom to expredsideguality is not something he feels a high
degree of acceptance for within dominant Ameriaatuce. He describes looking forward to
time spent within the Neo-Pagan community, spedlifycat festivals, where he can be more
open with this part of himself.

Such freedoms surrounding expression is a highiegdrsocial norm within the Neo-
Pagan community. One woman in her forties statatssifch norms are the reason she and many
of her friends participate within this communityheSprovides an example of this when
describing her polyamorous relationship practite8he states that she is able to be open with
her identification as a polyamorous woman withia Meo-Pagan community in ways that she
“can’t really do in the mundane world becausemtisunderstood. People think you are swingers
or there’s not the spiritual connection or somegHike that.” She states that she loves “coming
to (festivals) like this where you are completelghout social barriers or mores... Well, not
completely but to some extent more... people areetsyy each other on a very personal
basis.” She reports that her involvement with awamity premised upon guiding principle such

as respect and openness to differences allow® lieeltmore comfortable with herself and has

improved her overall outlook on life, as well as kense of wellbeing.

“Polyamory is defined as the state or practiceadfrig more than one open romantic
relationship at a time (Mariam Webster, 2014). iBigeants distinguish this practice from
swinging, cheating and open relationships by hgitiing the consent of all participating
individuals within the relationship.
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One young woman describes how the guiding priesiplf openness toward and respect
of personal identities practiced within this comntyigonstituted a type of “radical acceptance.”
She states that this community exemplifies idedsiméonditional love”- that “your acceptance
is not based on physical attractiveness or contgrirwhich appeals to her strongly. A younger
man echoes this sentiment when he states thatwithiNeo-Pagan community:

you can have your own will. That's something thaits as talked about in a

lot of other groups. I think people are very oftengroups outside of this

one, mostly in the work place, stripped of theimofnee will.... Here is a place

that can be dropped. People support that yes, gdwade your own free will,

do what you want, and I'll do what | can to helpuyibthat's what | need to do.

In other places, like the work place... you simplyvaat you are told.

Many respondents equate this ability to more freglgct their sense of self will with feelings of
living a more authentic life, one that they fedligher degree of autonomy in creating. Once
introduced to the degree to which personal libertgccepted in this community, many
individuals are inclined to continue their part&iion within it. This occurs with both people

who identify with any of the spiritual subheadingsder the Neo-Pagan umbrella and those who

do not necessarily identify as such.

Stigma Coping Mechanisms

Despite a long history of oppressive social tadicsed at disbanding Paganism and now Neo-
Paganism, the Neo-Pagan movement is growing. Ghisrhistory, this section explores the
ways in which participants within the Neo-Pagan pamity | studied cope with and work to
minimize the effects of negative social sanctiomsogeintered when interacting with members of
dominant American culture. Here, the presentaticth@® data is guided by the third research

guestion and sensitized by Goffman’s six identignagement tools (1963). All six of
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Goffman’s stigma coping tactics are described byippants. However, one main management
tactic emerges most salient in the data: the mgldf intentional communities of sympathetic

others.

Others United

Encounters with alienation and stigma resultingrfiiateractions with members of
dominant American culture are often described byig@pants as a powerful unifying force
within the community. As one older female respondgated, “we are a colony of misfits, an
island oasis for lost toys.” A young woman expouhda this theme: “a lot of people in this
group have faced a lot of prejudice ...l think ityda huge part in this community and keeps it
very strong.” Dominant American culture has bec@m®mmon “other” from which Neo-
Pagans feel they must protect themselves. As slishgommon adversary serves to fortify the
allegiant bonds of those who participate within Heo-Pagan community (see Pike, 2011 for a
more detailed discussion).

Many individuals within the Neo-Pagan community édeen denied social support
(such as validation and authentication of identity)members of dominant American culture.
Whether these individuals are denied such supp@rtal identification with spiritual, sexual,
gender or interpersonal relationship expressidtresNieo-Pagan community serves as an
alternative social arena in which the social sugspttrey have been denied can be replicated. As
one Lothlorien elder describes:

Being a transgendered person, mundania is a bi difircult to navigate

than it is here and that mundania also includesatyral family. Here | have
a family and family protections that | don’'t havler places.
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Denied social resources, such as familial suppgrinembers of dominant American culture,
Neo-Pagans who have been “othered” find peers wdavdling to support their identity
genuinely within the Neo-Pagan community.

While a few respondents did describe semi- or mp@inness with their spiritual identity
in the workplace and other social arenas within ibhamt American culture, most state they
engage in acts to at least minimize the visibityheir identification with alternative
spirituality. It is common for Neo-Pagans to empédfports to intentionally hide aspects of their
Neo-Pagan identity, especially in social venuesrevtiee consequences of public hostility could
be profound, such as the workplace or in legal g@edongs. Hiding aspects of one’s self as an
identity management tactic termed “closeting” (Gadh 1963). Many respondents
acknowledging closeting, as numerous participaftx to times they remained in or came out

of, what they term, as the “broom clos&t.”

The Management of Dual Identities

Respondents describe many ways of managing thesegecoming and going between
Neo-Pagan and dominant American culture sociaitiesl One often cited way to bridge this
gap is to manage dual Facebook accounts- onedqgrdisona they present to their families,
work colleagues and other contacts within domienerican culture, and another for their
spiritual community. Sometimes their spiritual itleaes extend to other areas of their lives such

as Neo-Pagan authorship and teaching. It was ro@tnamon for me to receive two answers

" This term serves within the Neo-Pagan community Bemorous reference of solidarity with
the queer community for the similarly hostile sbegactions homo- and bisexuals have
experienced from members of dominant American ceiltar their personal expressions.

Willful Disobedience 57



when asking for someone’s name- their “real” name their “spiritual” name. In some cases,
one person can manage two rather complete idemtitie

This separation presents challenges, however. @ngaw in her mid-forties describes a
time when her public facebook account was taggedany photos from a festival. She states
she did not want these photos available to be geblically for fear of a disapproving reaction.
She describes working quickly to have the photasoreed. This example illustrates the lengths
respondents report going to in effort to minimikze tikelihood that members of the dominant
American culture will find out about their identéition as a Neo-Pagan.

Similar to the challenges experienced in managiraj dientities, shifting between
festival norms and the norms of dominant Americaltuce can be difficult. A man in his late
thirties who has attended festivals at Wisterialier past seven years describes this challenge.
He states, “It's very stressful to make the shiftvieen here and... | still think of out there as
normal life, and this is refuge, this is safetystis shelter.”A young woman in her twenties
echoes this sentiment when she states that theahallenge in going back and forth between
Neo-Pagan and dominant American societies is Wian interacting with members of dominant
American culture, she has “a limited number of pedpeel like disclosing my business to.”
This often leads to feelings of isolation and lomeds, as are commonly reported by members of
the Neo-Pagan community. Despite the challengesanfaging dual personas, the Neo-Pagans |

spoke with stated that their connection with th@{®agan community is worth the effort.

Intentional Social Support Structures and Networks
One of the main ways Neo-Pagans cope with thetisalaf being a Neo-Pagan in

dominant American culture is through the buildimgl anaintaining of intentional social support
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networks. At festival, it is common for couplesmiéies or individuals to attend alone. However,
it is equally common, if not more so, for largeogps to attend festivals together. Often, these
groups will camp together and, for the durationhaf event, create a unique social reality. One
young woman remarked of these groups that “withenfestival community, there are many
tribal like networks coming together and fulfillinige same function as extended familial
networks.” While at festival and during the timeween, these individuals often form the
foundation of the social support participants reedor their Neo-Pagan identity.

| witnessed interactions between many social suppworks at every festival every
year during my two summers of attending festivalsre were groups based on shared spiritual
philosophies, geographic home region, age (spadifigoung adult groups of groups of elders)
and common interests and/or relationships formeievealh festival. Each such group has its own
flair and sense of group identity. Sometimes, ttsesgal networks create shared camping space
to contribute communally to chores, share parentsgonsibilities and cook meals together
while at festival. Such groups are often markedhwapestries, symbols, customs and sometimes
ritualized social interactions that are importantite construction of the group identity.
However, it is not necessary for groups to camptitogy to be identified as a social support
network.

One example of a social support network basecared interest is the Fire Tribe. There
was a group present at every festival | attendativlas responsible for building, lighting and
maintaining the ritualized nightly fires that fotime main social venue for all festival attendees.
These individuals do not necessarily camp togetheugh they do mark their collective identity
by wearing red suspenders. This symbol designatésdavidual’'s accepted right to participate

in fire tending which can only be received by amofimore experienced, fire tender.
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Some camping groups have emerged from years gbiognogether. Many such groups
do not have names, they are simply groups of feemido have made a tradition of attending a
specific festival together each year. While evideatsuch groups were found every year at
every festival, such groups were most numerou®ttlarien. At Lothlorien, some camps were
simple and informal, others more elaborate androzgd. Some were relatively small (6-8
people), and others larger (15-20 people). | olesknetworks of parents who camped together
to share parenting responsibilities, groups wogghipa particular deity (such as Pan) and
groups of performers and musicians.

While attending festivals, | identified three lar@@0+ participants) geographically
centralized groups of Neo-Pagans that exist as agonti@s in their hometowns. These
individuals came from cities in three states: Blamgton, Indiana; Cincinnati, Ohio and
Huntington, West Virginia. During Babalon RisingyfBmer Solstice and Starwood, some
members from the Cincinnati and Huntington growgasged together with others from their
respective groups. Others did not. | did not obsenvy individuals from the Bloomington
network camp together at Lothlorien. | also gaisethe evidence that geographically
centralized networks of Neo-Pagans exist in othlterscincluding Columbus, Ohio and Athens,
Ohio, though I did not have direct contract witly @ach individuals. Three interview
respondents stated that they have had moved astaiedines to become more geographically
integrated within a Neo-Pagan social network. Téeson for these moves is primarily cited as a
desire for the social support they find in the Nl@an community that they do not typically
experience in interactions with members of domienerican culture in their home

communities.
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For Neo-Pagans who are not a part of a geographmsttralized group, outside of
festival connections with other Neo-Pagans are mitsh meager. There are individuals who
are unable to participate within a Neo-Pagan conmityimtheir home region because they do
not exist or they cannot be identified. Some sueb-Ragans state a sense of solitude and
loneliness resulting from the lack of a Neo-Pagammunity in their home region. One such
woman describes feeling a “sincere lack of familyamwithout a Neo-Pagan community to
actively participate within her home town.

Facebook has become a valuable tool in maintasaegal connection with other Neo-
Pagans in between festivals. Using the social mediaindividuals are able to share
information, photos, and holiday greetings witlaayer group of people that they may otherwise
be challenged to maintain contact with. An oldemvam with health related mobility issues
describes Facebook as a “get by,” a way of gettingugh winter months and times outside of
festival when her connection to the Neo-Pagan coniiyis low. Facebook and other social
media websites also offer tools for organizing NRaman social networks. Neo-Pagan events
outside of festival can be planned and organizeavedl as publicized. As a digital arena,
Facebook functions as a personalized and protsc&dl space for Neo-Paganism to be
discussed more openly compared to other publidgsipal social forums.

While a few respondents described their partiograin formal covens or other ritualized
spiritual groups in their home communities, thisswat the norm for festival attendees. The
majority of interview respondents state they pgtite only informally in Neo-Pagan social
networks, if at all. For most individuals, Facebauid loosely organized confederations of
friends form the basis of their socialization witlhihe Neo-Pagan community outside of festival.

For many others, festival is the only time thattbennect in person with other Neo-Pagans. It is
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not uncommon for Neo-Pagan individuals that havesiciered themselves friends for many
years to only see one another a couple of timeggmrwhile at festival. In these cases, online
social networking often proves the necessary mefinmintaining connections with other Neo-

Pagans outside of festival.

Using my research questions as a guide, this chdseussed the significant results from
each questions. Given the supporting evidence pregeén the foregoing discussion, it can be
concluded that American Neo-Pagans have intentipaatablished social support networks to
create a space in which a more desired sociatyean be constructed. The next chapter will

discuss how the findings relate to Goffman’s comgalzation of stigma.
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CHAPTER VI
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This chapter discusses the implications of a comhen-Pagan life narrative and how these
shared experiences have led to a common percdptidleo-Pagans of Neo-Paganism and
dominant American culture. The greater autonomyldusalty experienced in Neo-Pagan social
realities has led many Neo-Pagans to hope fomitiasion of these ideals in broader society,
though the lack of overt political activism profaliy differentiates the Neo-Pagan community

from other collectivist movements in the past.

The overall focus of my research was to investitfatevays in which members of the
American Neo-Pagan community perceive, interactcue with the negative social responses
often attached to a Neo-Pagan identity. Recenteamexdmaterial has described specific Neo-
Pagan beliefs and customs that are often percbiy@edembers of the dominant American
culture as deviant and have led to Neo-Pagan stigatian (Carspecken, 2011; Pike, 2001).
However, there is minimal research that concergratehow American Neo-Pagans respond on
a personal or communal level to the deviant lappliad to them. My study was designed to fill
this gap by investigating the creation of Neo-Pagaial realities constructed at Neo-Pagan

festivals across the American mid-West.

Social Fiction: A Unified Individuality
Among the most significant findings to surface frans investigation is the
identification of a common life narrative sharedrbgmbers of the American Neo-Pagan

community. Multiple Neo-Pagan voices tell a stofexperiencing forced social alienation by
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members of dominant American culture followed bgeiging authentic social acceptance from
members of the American Neo-Pagan movement. Ti@sadlon resulted from experiencing
disapproving social responses to expressions adlsmrcspiritual beliefs (or a combination of
both) that deviate from those commonly held by memiof dominant American culture. Queer
sexual and gender expressions, belief in an earteped supernatural divine as well as personal
creative power, egalitarian interpersonal intecargtiand non-monogamous interpersonal
relationship structures are a few examples of paisexpressions sited by members of the
American Neo-Pagan community that are met withiliiystrom members of the dominant
American culture. The Neo-Pagan narrative is tlediowed by acceptance for these rejected
beliefs by members of the American Neo-Pagan conitsnun

While this narrative of alienation and later acesge is unified, the experience of living
as a Neo-Pagan is unique and complex, even amompens of the same spiritual sects.
Individuality is highly prized in the American Nd@agan movement and, as such, members
encourage one another to develop a personalizeststadding of life purpose, meaning and
approach. Individual Neo-Pagan moral and ethicdesare distinctive, yet they share a unifying
bond- a belief in one’s right to “Do what you witlarm none.” Personal expressions of social
and spiritual beliefs within this community existforms that are not found elsewhere in
dominant American culture.

Most of the Neo-Pagans interviewed live full timecommunities that are part of
dominant American culture for work or educationatgmoses. A majority of these individuals
state they are unsatisfied with their experienngsracting within this culture. This
dissatisfaction has led many now Neo-Pagan indalglto seek camaraderie with like-minded

others. Some state experiencing a sense of homegarpon finding the Neo Pagan community.
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For these individuals, the Neo-Pagan communitgvek some of their dissatisfaction by
offering acceptance for individuals as they are mrowiding continued support for authentic
personal growth and development.

Neo-Pagans find that their worldview cannot be &thm public social arenas without
fear of negative social sanctions. As a resultjfaksites have been established to create safe
space for the social construction of Neo-Pagantye&leo-Pagan festival spaces are
contextually situated within a historical legacyopipression. Therefore, festival sites are mostly
remote and serve to protect individuals from po#iiostility from outside in dominant
American culture.

Related to an attitude of open acceptance towardlsand spiritual differences
promoted by the Neo-Pagan community is a flexiilitrelation to definitions of self and
identity. In accordance with this community’s oeteptance, individuals within this
community are encouraged to experiment with themise of self and identity. Contradictions
and expansions of identity are gladly received hithis community it is possible to be a queer
polyamorous Goddess worshipping celibate or anybmuraf spiritual configurations such as a
“Jew-Witch” or “Pagan Quaker.”

Not only are flexible and expanded notions of aelfl identity accepted, but respondents
also state the existence of an open attitude towlarity evolution within the Neo-Pagan
community. This allows for social and spiritualitlity that extends current notions of social and
spiritual possibilities into the realm of sociaitfon. Under the tenants of such tolerance,
identities can be fabricated, merged and eradicdieid creation and experimentation serves to

legitimate the Neo-Pagan hope that new socialtreslvithin dominant American culture are
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possible and that these new social possibilitiesdcimclude reflections of values such as
feminism, egalitarianism and anti-heterosexism.

Neo-Pagan visioning of new social realities thabeane liberty and personal exploration
sounds much like utopian idealism of past collestisocial movements. In some ways, the Neo-
Pagan community is not exempt from such romantitis¥tet, festival organizers state that this
community is different from those movements. Whmast social movements demanded
immediate social change to a new envisioning ofadoeality or created alternative societies in
which their vision could be enacted, Neo-Pagareswigwed in this study state that their
community is seeking to affect individuals on asoeal level without demanding total societal
change. A Lothlorien organizer describes how the-Ragan community hopes to change
society with a,

Slow going, ripple effect. We have the cdlilee common space,

the composting toilets and all these thiyms think about when you
think about the 1960s and 70s hippie commsuBat it's different.
This is a place where people are openlytéavio come and learn and
get what they need to take back to theirroomities. It's not about
creating an alternative society; it's abcldnging the society we
currently live in.

Neo-Pagans have responded to dominant Americamreldtrefusal to share creationary
power in social reality construction by creatinfesspaces to offer one another the social
resources denied to them. In developing intentisnalal support networks, Neo-Pagans are thus
prepared to offer one another legitimacy, liberg ahared social construction power to one
another, with the hope that others will join thérhe same Lothlorien speaker above articulates

this hope when stating,

This is a place to bring up awareness... It's aboutgghome with
attitudes you can use to affect your communities.

2 see Carspecken, L. (2012) for a more in-depth discussion of Neo-Paganism’s connection with literary utopianism.
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Limitations

There are limitations to this research. Namely,itiherviews conducted for this study
were conducted at Neo-Pagan festivals in the misk-Weaited States. As such, individuals
included in this data set already had some levebahectedness to the Neo-Pagan community
as well as a level of personal investment suchttiegt set aside time and resources to attend.
Neo-Pagans who are not interested in attendinggan festivals for whatever reason are
therefore not included in this data set. Thus, tégarch does not include the voices of Neo-
Pagans with a negative or apathetic view towardsRiegan festivals. This greatly limits the
diversity of Neo-Pagan participation that is in@ddvithin this data set and constrains the
degree to which generalizations about the Neo-Pagarmunity can be made as a whole.

In addition, Neo-Pagan social reality constructias not examined outside of the
festival community. While | attended many Neo-Paparties as a result of forging friendships
with research participants, these social arenas netr part of the scope of approved human
subjects research. Thus, participatory data celtbfiom these environments is not included.
Questions about these events were not part ohteeview script, as their importance was
unknown to me until the research process was kag@hpleted.

The individuals that participate in mid-west AmarncNeo-Pagan festivals are a largely
homogeneous group. Lamentably, no comprehensieg céass or gender demographics were
gathered in the course of this work. However, it ba stated that all interview respondents are
white, more than half are female and the vast ntgjof interview respondents are assumedly
upper working to upper middle class. Individualeadling Neo-Pagan festivals have the
resources necessary to travel to festivals and ¢arnhe woods for many days with likeminded

individuals. This takes a degree of financial irtweant in terms of a camping supply investment
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as well as time away from work and familial obligas. From this fact alone it can be assumed
that there are many who experience the same faabihglienation and isolation for social and
spiritual beliefs that do not have the opportutatygearch for and make connections with
likeminded people. As such, this research in no egaymake general statements about all
individuals within dominant American culture wheeféothered” because of their social or
spiritual beliefs.

Another significant limitation of this researchfeaind in the general mistrust that Neo-
Pagans have for outsiders. Utilizing phenomenokdgarticipant observation methods did
allow a pseudo-insider researcher identity to leaterd and this granted access to many insider-
only spaces and conversations within the Neo-Pagarmunity. Many Neo-Pagans describe
how festivals are the only space in which they teel can safely drop identity defenses and
freely express themselves. However, it is imposdibldiscern how freely respondents expressed
themselves during interviews. It is quite likehatliespondents did engage in some level of
identity management during the research prot&shis creates a threshold for the level of
authentic scholarly findings that can be concluiieth the data set. Similarly, discussions that
detailed individual magickal and/or Witchcraft piaes were specifically avoided by nearly all
research participants. There can be no discus$ibavoindividual or collective magick and/or
Witchcraft practices particularly influence Neo-Bagdentities and social structures.

Finally, limitations relating to my personal iddidation as a researcher are worth
considering. Festival sites are dynamic and mattefed. Some, like the ELF and Starwood
Festivals, have many hundreds of participants azems of unique social realities being enacted
simultaneously. | was a young woman in my earlynres during the time of this research. |

gravitated towards areas within festival sites whevelieved other participating members would

B Thank you to Rachel Sparkman for this insight on interviewing the stigmatized about their identities.
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be open to allowing me to learn about them and théiure. My inability to be multiple places
at once greatly limited my experience of the fedtsommunity as a whole and impacted my

ability to include all social realities within thissearch.

Implications

While limitations are important to recognize, tresearch does extend previous scholarly
work in a number of important areas. In additioth® information provided for the sociological
study of religion, those studying social change dexiance will also benefit from this work.

Previous academic investigations of the Neo-Pagamuunity have focused, primarily,
on identifying the existence of the Neo-Pagan comtgun countries around the world, the
development of these communities and the partiqriatices of spiritual sects included in the
Neo-Pagan religious subheading. Some recent sshqidnas examined the specific aspects of
Neo-Paganism that have led to the perception af deiance by members of dominant
American society. However, there has been minintakvexploring the effect of power in
relationship to the perceived lack of legitimacytlod worldview espoused by this community.
Through applied phenomenology, this study presam@ccount of why Neo-Pagans choose to
identify with this community despite the risks okcgal exclusion from dominant American
culture.

Goffman’s work, Stigm#41963), directly informed the analysis of this diayeproviding
a framework for exploring the response tacticsagd by members of the Neo-Pagan
community to minimize the social consequences @ftigma attached to their identity. In
Stigma Goffman presents six tools individuals utilizemd@igate and, hopefully, avoid, the

negative social consequences of stigma (1963) pfésent data shows evidence of Neo-Pagans
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using all six tools to manage interactions with dwant American culture. However, Goffman’s
framework fails to thoroughly analyze the phenomefithe Neo-Pagan community in three
ways.

First, there is a stark difference between theviddials Goffman studied and the
American Neo-Pagan community. Goffman speaks dpaltif of the physically handicapped,
the ill and the ugly. These are individuals who hacthoice in their assumed membership with
a stigmatized community. Excluding the small numifandividuals who have been born to
Neo-Pagan parents in recent years, Neo-Pagansactigly seek out membership in the Neo-
Pagan community. Goffman’s framework does not aettar those who willingly choose to
participate within stigmatized communities.

Secondly, Goffman describes communities of sympatio¢ghers that stigmatized
individuals create for themselves in effort to allée some of the individual burden of stigma.
Of the examples Goffman offers, these communitiegypically residential or geographically
centralized, such as schools for the deaf or biiinis is typically not the case with the American
Neo-Pagan community. While there are some exanagblgsographically centralized social
support networks, two additional factors link memsbef this community together. The first is a
shared life narrative. Members of this communitgrsithe story of facing hostility for their
spiritual beliefs and social values from memberthefdominant American culture and, later,
finding support for their beliefs and values in teo-Pagan community. The second is the need
Neo-Pagans have for one another to replicate ttialssupport denied to them by non-deviant
others. This social support allows Neo-Pagans emptvemselves individually and the

community as a whole to survive adversity from merslof the dominant American culture.
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Often this is done across great geographic distari@effman does not account for communities
of sympathetic others that are not geographicahtralized.

A final limitation of Goffman’s work is his limitefbcus on the institutional social
processes that construct deviance and associaethsHis work primarily investigates face-to-
face interpersonal interactions between socialrstimepublic space. Institutionalized stigma,
such as discrimination in the workplace and thetanyl, is not explored. As such, the American
Neo-Pagan community represents a unique opporttmityestigate the processes by which the
stigma of a community comes to be accepted asial $a¢h and how communities of the
stigmatized can work to create intentional sodmarge on an institutional level. Contemporary
deviance scholarship could be strengthened by pacating the constructionist basis provided
by Berger and Luckmann (1966) as well as confliebty’s critique of labeling theory. Such a
unified perspective would allow the use of stigriaty labels (such as dyke, nigger, queer and
the derogatory use of witch) to be seen as thabieality control tactics they are. Such a
perspective would allow researchers to more fuligneine how power influences social reality
construction and critically analyze the experienafasiarginalized non-normative others who

have been denied inclusion in the constructiongssc

Directions for Future Research

My study contributes to the emerging body of scrstigp on the American Neo-Pagan
community by identifying the ways in which powefliences social reality construction.
Specifically, it investigates the effects of deviaron social structures. Previous research
focusing on the intersection of deviance and NegaRsm has identified what about the Neo-

Pagan community has led this group to be stigmatimemembers of dominant American

Willful Disobedience 71



culture. This investigation acknowledges Neo-Pagasponses to dominant Americans
culture’s control of social reality production asentral bond that unites the otherwise
individualist Neo-Pagan community into a unifiedoidn

Future research on the Neo-Pagan community neesigptore the extent to which Neo-
Pagan social realities are enacted outside ovdstnvironments. Research investigating how
individuals are socialized into this culture onegaduced and how Neo-Pagan identities emerge
and evolve over a lifespan is also warranted. Heeaf social media should also could be
investigated to examine how individualizes util@dine social networking as a tool in the
building of communities of support for the stignzatil. Such work could be broadened to
investigate how social media is used by stigmatc@dmunities to manage dual identities as a
coping mechanism.

Research on the Neo-Pagan community, specificzadhy,be continued in a number of
ways. For those interested in studying social ckasgecial attention to the intergenerational
passing of Neo-Pagan culture from adults to childsenecessary. In addition, it may interest
researchers to explore how increasing public aeceptof fluid gender and sexual identities, as
well as polyamory, may influence dominant Americaiture as a whole. Noting that a majority
of Neo-Pagans are white and middle class, the nsasehind this homogeneity within the Neo-
Pagan community also needs explored.

Scholarly investigation into leadership structuisd within Neo-Pagan social support
networks is justified. This research lightly toushan the interplay between Neo-Pagan values of
individuality and community. It would be interesdito seek scholarly understanding of how a

group that so highly values individualism preser@eense of community and unity without
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lapsing into a system of authoritylnvestigating the ways in which Neo-Pagans seliep the

evolving boundaries of an alternative set of soetaims could be particularly illuminating.

" extend my gratitude to fellow researcher Maegdlyn Morris for this insight.
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APPENDIX B
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW TEMPLATE

Study of Neo-Pagans at Festival
Pre-Interview Demographic Questions

. Hometown: e. Ag

. Race: 4. Gender:

. Highest degree received:

. Current or most recent occupation:

. Parent or primary care giver’s total years afcadion:

1
3
5
6. College Major (if applicable):
7
8
9

. Parent’s current or most recent occupation:

10. Attended previous N.P festivals?

11.Previous N.P. experience in general?

If yes, was this in a group? Solitary? When? Fowhong? How old were you at the time?

12. When did you begin actively considering yourseP.?

General Questions

1. To begin, tell me what it is about N.P. Fessuhlat brought you here. Why did you decide to
come?

A/ What have others told you about their experisnodirst attending N.P. Festivals? Were they
similar to or different from yours? In what way(s)?

B/ What do you like most about the festival expeece? What do you like least about the festival
experience?

C/ Is there anything in general you would changmuabl.P. festivals? Tell me about this.
PROBE (if needed): cost of attendance, time sp@aydrom festival, physical challenges of
camping, physical disability or childcare challesge

2. Please tell me about your spiritual identity. Yoo identify with a particular spiritual group?
A/ How did you decide this? Was it a decision? Wik{ped to influence this decision? Why?
What does this spiritual identity say about you?

Now, let’s talk about what life is like at N.P. fesls.
3. Tell me what life is like at festival. In othenrds, describe your average day to me.
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A/ What did you expect or imagine this experienaaild be like? Were these expectations met?
If not, why?

PROBE (if needed): socializing with others, physdallenges of camping, distance traveled to
attend, relationships between organizers, stafffestilval goers

B/ Are there certain characteristics shared by Ragans? If so, please tell me about this.
PROBE (if needed): physically, mentally, emotiopatiareer-wise, and financially

4. Often, Neo-Pagans come into contact with thenative community. Please tell me about
your experiences as a Neo-Pagan interacting norFdgans.

A/ Describe your experiences in normative sociéiat is/are your role/s?

B/Do you have struggles interacting as a N.P. imadive society? What is challenging? What
is easy?

C/How do these experiences make you feel? What didnez Neo-Pagans told you about this?

5. Some Neo-Pagans actively practice “magic/k"Witthcraft.” What is your understanding of
these practices? Please be specific.

A/ Have you personally practiced “magic/k” or “Whtcraft?” If so, please tell me about this.

B/ Do you know of any other Neo-Pagans practiceiofe® What have others told you about
their practice? Please describe.

6. Now, let’s talk about some of your most memagaitperiences while within the N.P.
community.

A/Thinking back over the time you have spent ine®-Pagan community, what would you
say has

been your most memorable experience involving yoyerience? Why this experience?
B/What has been your most memorable experienastaval? Why this experience?

7. Thinking back over the time you have spent e\Nleo-Pagan community, what would you
say has

been the highest point for you? What did you ldesm this experience?

A/ What has been your most challenging experiei¢bat did you take away from this
experience?

B/ What have you learned about yourself since yegah your exploration of spirituality?

8. Is there anything | did not ask that you feeimgortant in terms of understanding the

Neo-Pagan experience or your personal experienseafPaganism?
Of the festival experience in general or your peasdestival experience?
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APPENDIX C
MAPS OF FESTIVAL SITES

Erigidl § - Pk
SHtine “Cerne Homey

Rite Altar

“Dru
Shel

ain Fire

Our Haven Nature Sanctuary

Frenchlick, Indiana

Willful Disobedience 87



Private

Nature Preserve OFF Limis

Stream

—— = 1001t
o

Developed Trail

Wisteria Event Campground, Community and Nature Preserve

Pomerory, Ohio

Willful Disobedience 88



L =i

-
11111
b TT 3

-

e

—————— &
B P Y

(T

FULLS LagumdL (T
P Buet v

auiags Buog (1
aau, Puiyuq (D
PUHDS/AA00 (G
SAANIINAIS

-
|‘_‘
iiiii —
P
-

Lothlorien Nature Sanctuary

Needmore, Indiana
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