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Chapter Seven

Spiritualism and paganism

In this last ethnographic chapter I turn to religious traditions that lay on the social
edges ofthe Nottinghamshire network: spiritualism and paganism. By discussing my
fieldwork at a spiritualist healing circle and an occult study group, without seeing
these as strictly representative of each traclit ion respectively, I erplore similarit ies
and dissirrri larit ics with my other ficldwork sites. Therc rvas social lt lovemeut
betrveen all these sites, as well as with others within these three traditions such as
an Anthroposophical group and a magick group (both brielly described herc). and
spiritualist churchcs, the Theosophical Society, a group focused on Gurdjieff, and an
astrology group. There are also overlaps betr.veen each of these traditions themselr,'es;
indeed, they can be seen as elements within Euro-American religious revivals t}onr
the late nineteenth century. Each part of this chaptcr f ir 'st dcals with morc general
points about the history, organization and authority ofeaclr tradition, before turning
to rny l ieldwork. Discussion about their fbrmative tendencics distinguishcs them
fiom my other research sites and it is this issue that is taken up in a more theoretical
and explanatory manner in the concluding chapter.

The spiritualist healing circle

Spirihrtrlism in historic'ol und sociul contex!

Spiritualisrn has fbatured throughout my previous chapters, rvith many pcople
shown to have trained u'ith rnediums, attended spiritualist churches or becoming
inffuenced by groups such as Whitc Eaglc Lodgc. Sprcaciing from thc Easrcrn
united States in the nineteenth century in a context of broad religious revival
associated with trance, ecstasy and possession experiences (Taves, 1 999), spirituatist
practices of communication with the dcceased developed int<l a bewildering variety
of organizational fclmrs: churches, cults, circles and enteftainrncnt. Althor-rgh
spiritualisrrr declined afler the First World War, it reurained a l ively and important
religious elcment in Brit ish popular culture (Hazelgrove, 2000). ln a rare sociological
study of spiritualism, Nelson (1969, pp. x-xi) drar.vs out its ambiguous reactions
and connections to wider E,uro-Amcrican society in terms of r.vhat he sees as its
democratic belief that anyone can corurunrcate rvith the spirits of the deceascd.
Tracing thc efl'ect of this tltror-rgh the early years of spiritualisnr in Britain, Nelson
( ib id. ,  pp.  91,96-7, l l l -12,  165 7)  descr ibc 's  the t rouble that  regional  and nat ional
associations experienced in establishing thcmselvcs, only rnanaging this uhen
rnediunrs came under increasing attack fiorn various seclors of sociely such as the
judiciary's invoking of the Witchcraft Act ol 1735. Evcn with the cstablishnrent
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of spiritualist churches, authority tcnded to become decentralized and dispersed,
reflccted in thc circuit systcm of visit ing mediums that was adopted tiom Methodism
and Congregationalism: 'Spiritualisrn is based on the fieedom and spontaneity
of mediumship and many people tbared the eflbct of tbrmal organisation on this
spontaneity' (Nelson, 1968, p. 474).

Although tlrcrc arose. at t imes. prominr.'nt national f igures. such as Emma
Hardinge-Britten u'ho hclped establish the Spiritualists'National Urrion (SNU) in
1890, no figurcs stood for thc whole tradition. not least because of thc split betwcen
Christian and non-Christian spiritualists (Nelson, 1969, pp. 105, 241). Rather,
authority played its greatest role at the local level, although it was often inhibited by
being viewed as fiaudulent, by the crediting of religious power to a mediurn's spirit
guides rather than to mediums themselves, and by more than one medium sornetimes
claiming to receive messages tiom the same spirit ( ibid.. pp. 242-5). Although these
f-eatures hindered the tbnrration of strong lbnns of soqial organization, Nelson
draws out a number of points that demonstrate significant coherences within the
tradition, concluding that 'Spiritualism then is a cultic movement containing within
it centralized cults and a large number ol ' independent local cults' ( ibid., p. 234).
Healing fbrnred a part of spiritualism fiorn its earliest days and continues to be
practised at church services and in circles (ibid., p. 200). This aspect in parl became
fbrmalized through the establishment of f'ederal organizations to cerlify, aid and
protect healers. The largest of these, the National Federation of Spiritualist Healers
(NFSH), delegates authority to regional associations; publishes a monthly magazinel
provides insurance, legal and advisory services; refers patients; organizes lectures
and denronstrations; and negotiates u'ith National Health Service hospitals tbr the
adrnittance of its healers (ibid., pp. 200-201).

Sp i r itu o I i.st h eo I i tr g

Twice a week, Alvin Simmonds held a spiritualist healing circle with his wifb, Irene,
and their friend, Edward. I have already described hon' I became acquainted with
Alvin at the rcligious fair, where he held a stall and lectured. I r.vas keen to in! estigate
a spiritualist involved with the Nottinghamshire network because of the prominent
role of the religion in the l ives of mtrny of those I had met. Alvin and the others were
very happy for nre to atturd their nreetings. r.vhich they allowed me to obserr,e and
which provided considcrable opportunity fbr talking u'ith them. This did not seem to
disconcert thcir clients, who all declined Alvin's enquiry whether they pref'erred me
not to be preserrt. lndeed. many oithe clients r.vere entlrusiastic in talking rvith me
about their health troubles and their experiences of spiritualist healing. I continued
this fieldwork for six months, during which timc I also attcnded thc fair.

The healing circle took place in the Sirnrnonds's home, a bungalow in one of
Nottingham's less affluent suburban arcas. The clicnt rvas scated on a stool around
u,hich the threc healers would position thenrselves on an easy chaiq another stool,
the arm of a chair, or by knceling on the floor. The heirling would last betwecn 20
and 40 minutes. aller whiclr there rvould be betrvcen l0 and 15 minutes'chat rvhilst
Irenc made a hot drink fbr the client - the chat would bc very intbrmal, parlicularly
as the healers were usuallv t ired by their exertions, and touched not only on how the

healing
been ke
sessi on
lives, ar
the clier
the nex'
throu_gh
and spir
and clai

L,ac
stopped
of hand
the clie
'pol ish i

the che
covenn
thrce hr
into cor
feel dif
sati sfac
to rne t
quick r
SESSION

frequer
as refer

Thi
churchr
of the r
authori
explair
t h e ' p o
that I l
healer,
factor i
it rvas
unders'
talked
tenninr
treatm(
in th is
unders
medita
of othe
becaus
and un
elsewh



zed and dispersed,
rd from Methodism
n and spontaneify
rganisation on this

:s, such as E,mma
el  Union (SNU) in
rf the split between
105,  241) .  Rather ,
; often inhibited by
r a mediunr's spirit
nediurn sometimes
5). Although these

_lanization. Nelson
erences within the
t containing within
I ts ' ( ib id. ,  p .  234) .
td continues to be
)ect in part became
to certify, aid and
ipiritualist Healers
ronthly rnagazine;
organizes lectures
re hospitals fol the

iith his rvifb, lrene,
re acquainted rvith
keen to invc'stigate
e of the prominent
Lnd the others were
nre to obsen,e and
his did not seem to
they prefbrred me
in talking rvith me
:aling. I continued
re fair.
tngalow in one of
on a stool around
Lair, another stool,
d last bctwecn 20
inutes 'chat  whi ls t
rrmal. parlicLrlarly
rt only on how the

Strtirittutlisnr and pogtnisnr I 39

healing had felt to the clierrt and horv he or she now 1'elt, but also on how they had
been keeping and how their l ives were going. It seerned like an infonnal auditing
session designed to gauge whcther the healing was making any diflbrcnce to their
l ives, and thus how long they should continue to attend. Within an horlr o1'arriving
the client would have left, leaving the healers to relax and gather their strength befbre
the next arrived. There rvere three ways in which people heard about Alvin's work:
through word of mouth fiom clients or other healers, through advertisements at tairs
and spiritualist clrurches, and through his other religious practices such as the Tarot
and clairvoyance (fbr which he charged fbes, unlike these healing sessions).

Each session comprised three or four smaller periods in which the healing rvas
stopped and started, with each healer changing their hand actions. This'laying-on
of hands'. as Alvin called it. took three forms: a sweeping massage fiom the top of
the client's head down the sides, to the neck. shoulders and back, which he called
'polishing the aura'; placement of both hands on a local part of the body, such as
the cheeks, back of the head, or a thigh; ancl placement of the hands f urther apart,
covering a wider area of the body. such as both knees, an arm, or the back. When all
three healcrs had finished, thcy stood or sat back, appcaring cxhausted and flopping
into comfy chairs, as the client took a minute to open her or his eyes, stretch, and
feel different body parts such as thc neck and back. The majority ofclicnts expressed
satisfaction with the healing, claiming an improvement in symptoms and describing
to rne the ditltrent feel of the'energy'l iom each healer. Flealing was seen not as a
quick remedy but as an oneoing treatrnent. Whilst some clients only required a fbw
sessions, others received several months of weekly or lortnightly attendance and
frequeutly returned fbr rnore sets of sessions as new health problerlls arose. as well
as referring relatives and friends to Alvin.

This spiritualist healing did not presuppose the clients'participation in spiritualist
churches or lurlher involvement with mediums, nor any overt acknowledgement
of the role of the healers' spirit guides. It did, hower,'er, involve rccognition of the
authority of the healers - particularly Alvin, as the teacher of the other trvo. as I rvill

explain - and many comments were madc by clients to the healers and to me about
the 'power' and 'energy' of Alvin. The contrasting feature to other healing practices
that I had researched in the network was neither the exercise of authority by the
healer, nor the f-act that many clients believed their own power to be the crucial
factor in healing (with this power enabled by that of the spirits and energies). Ratheq
it rvas the r,vay in rvhich this authority structured clients' experiences and tlreir
understanding of thcmselves. Ovcr successive sessions, the majority increasingly
talked about these in the same terms as did Alvin, not only employing the same
tenninology but, more irrportantly, r'iewing this healing as crucial tbr any efi-ective
treatmerlt of their problems. Unlike in the meditation group, fbr example, authority
in this circle provicled a framework and not just a contcxt for expericnces and
undcrstanding. Moreover, again in contrast to the multiple authorit ies with lr 'hich the
meditatclrs rvere involved, this tiameu'ork rvas strengthened by clients' experiences
of other mediums and spiritualist organizations (sr"rch as churches and other circles)
because these multiple authorit ies tcnded to act in unison as regards such experiences
and understanding. 

-lhus, 
there rvas not the relativization of authority that I fbund

elscwhcre in the netrvork. wherc thc recognition of a healer's authority or efficacy
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did not structure experiences and understandings in a fonnative manner but w'ere
inhibited by doing so as a result of involvement with other divergent authorities.

A t t i t utl e s to u u I lt or it.y,

It is useful to discuss Alvin's lifb history. since this is rather ditterent from those that
have been presented in previous chapters in that it shows a religious career rvithin a
spccific tradition. In his forties and employed as a hospital porteq Alvin was brought
up as an Anglican but said he did not interest hirlself in religion unti l his twenties,
whcn his first rvif 'e and fathcr died within sir months of cach other. This, hc said,
led to him asking 'the two furrdamental questions', of whether there was a God and
whether there was an afterlif'e. To ansrver these. Alvin decided to attend his local
spiritualist church. there finding out for the first t ime that his paternal grandrrothcr
and father had both been practising mcdiums and cerlified healers. Comments by a
medium at one service convinced him that his dead father's 'spirit '  was 'alive' and
led him to train in a spiritualist circle fbr three years, under a nredium rvlrom he
regarded as good because he ' let splrit teach'. Atter that t ime, which included many
'wonderful erperiences', Alvin found that his attitude to lif'e had changed and he
began a small 'home circle' at his mother's home (rvhere he u'as l i l  ing). as rvell as
establishing a reputation for lecturing and for mediumistic abil it ies on the 'spiritualist

church circuit ' . Alongside this, Alvin trained as a counselloq doing voluntary work
u ith the charit ies Samaritans. Scope and Leukaemia Research, including as a social
therapist at local hospitals.

Alvin told me that a turning-point in his work as a medium came when one of
his 'spirit euides' led him to a book on nrediums at a local spiritr-ralist church l ibrary.
after he had received a narle by automatic writing. This name turned out to be that
of a medium who had established a spiritualist circle or'bureau'at the end of the
nineteenth century betbre dying in tragic circumstances. Ahin ' instinctively'knerv

that he was to rc-establish this burearr as a home circle to develop mecliumistic,
psychic and healing powers such as table-tapping and table-lifting. use of the Tarot
and astrology, and houreopathy and meditation. His leaflets for this group described
it as an'alternative natural healtl 'r and spiritual awareness centre'. Its meetings
were held in a hired hall with as many as a dozen members, but it was temporarily
disbanded as too many people had lett or died. Coupled rvith this loss of activity uas
Alvin's discontinued involvernent on the spiritualist circuit once he married Irene
five years before my research, but he continued to attend religious fairs.

In spiritualist healing and clairvcryance, Alvin claimed access to eight spirit
guides, all of whom once lived on eafth, but at difl'erent times and in different
societies. The spirit guide he had worked with fbr longest was a woman named Lee,r
who Alvin said appearcd to him nearly twenty years prcvious to my fieldwork and
with whom he had formed an 'intimate relationship'such as is rare, he said, between
any people. From the infbrmation she had given him about her lif'e, Alvin lnanaged
to trace hcr origins to Vietnanr, discovering that she l ived and died there earlier in
the twentieth century. Lee came to him often, he said, cornforting him when he feels
troubled and she has prorlised to be with him until the end of his l i fe. Alvin said he
could often see her near him even ir.r everyday situaticlns, and during clairvoyance
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Spiritualisn and pagunism l4l

she stood behind him to tell him aboLrt his clients. It rvas another spirit, honever,
rvho directed his healing u'ork, a man who had practised as a medical doctor whilst
alive and whose eristcnce Alvin had again verificd by checking birth and rnedical
records. But the most ilnportant spirit he w'orked rvith was White Cloud, who had
been a Native American chieftain and who norv acted as his 'doorkeeper', allowing
access to Ah'in only to those spirits lvho did not have malicious intent. Alvin said he
had spokcn to Whitc Cloud only five tirncs, to bc told things of great importancc (the
details of rvhich he did not wish to discuss r,vith me, saying that they had been for his
'ears only'), although he always sees hitn w,hen he is in contact with other spirits.

The sorl of posscssion that Ah,in experienced was not, he said, 'trance-

mediunrship', by rvhich he meant cases u'here spirits take over the bodies and rninds
ofmediunrs to speak and act through thenr - although he had experienced that once in
his Iil-e. Rather, the spirits spoke to him, giving hinr infbrmation about people's lives
and illnesses, or directing him how to interpret Tarot cards, and gently manipulated
his hands during healing sessions, the better to transmit the energy that flowcd
through hirn. At the time of research, Alvin may be described as having reached
a mature stage in his spirit possession career. whereby he had mastered both his
contacts with spirits and his social context of possession (in the sense of managing
ahealing circle, holding stalls and delivering lectures), as well as trainingthose new
to possession. It was through him that lrene and Edward, who originally came to hirn
fbr healing for cardiovascular problems and alcoholism, began to develop their ow,n
abilities. In fact, Eclward still received healing lionr him and lrene, usually being the
first client of one of the twice-rvcekly scssions. Although he had attended spiritr,ralist
churches and healing circles lor a number of years, Edward's mediumistic abil it ies
only developed, he told nte. when he came to Alvin fbr healing several nronths beftrre
my research. He had nor.v acquired a medical doctor as a 'spirit guide' and begun to
practise aromatherapy, reflexology and horncopathy in conjunction witl-r his healing
as a rnedium. As fbr Irene, Aivin was acting as her traincr to be a ccfi if ied healer with
the Healer Practitioner Association (HPA), for rvhich she was required to spend nine
months training rvith a cerlificd healcr.

Alvin's social position was also indicated by his authoritative statements that
came not frorn spirits but fi'orn his own reflection on social issues, such as about
a 'new science' that wil l take account of'psychic issues', as expressed to lrene,
Edward and nryself, as rvell as to some clients and in his lectures at the fair. Unlike
channellir.rg, then, spiritualist healing tnay be seen as lbnnative tirr four reasons.
Firstly, it is usual to train lbr a relatively long period with an established healer.
Secondly, this training usually takes place in a context where others are being
trained, such that the trainee fbrms parr of a group. Thirdly, there are several
marked stages to this training, such as becorning used to being contacted by spirits,
acquiring a spirit guide or doorkeepcr, and, eventually, laking on clients by oneself.
Fourthly, standardized tbnns of recognition exist for mature, established healers,
such as cefi if ied merrbership of the HPA or NFSH. This relativcly strong authority
structure in spiritualist groups, notrvithstanding participants' ar.nbiguous attitudes
to authority, is shorvn in Locke's (1983), Skultans's (1914) and Zaretsky's (1977)
ethnographic studies. This is also shown by the grcater degree o1'personal rivalry
antongst the spiritualists in the- network in comparison to other authorit ies. Alvin
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and Irene liequently made critical comments about other mediums and their lack
of real powcrs or inflated egos. Alvin, for cxample, talked negativcly on a number
of occasions about Matthew Manning and Doris Stokes. Another instance of rivalry
occurred at the Derbyshire religious fair which I attended with Alvin. In the late
moming, after I had helped him set up his stall and then gone to investigate on my
own what the fair had to of'fer, Alvin complained to me and to the woman who held
the stall next to his, about his lack of clients. He attributed this in part to his position
at the back of the hall but mostly to another medium who had a stall nearby and who
was doing better business than he. This woman had, he explained, placed a spell on
the other mediums'stalls that sunounded them with negative energy and thus drove
away potential clients. He had been able to feel this energy and to counter it he said
he had perfbrmed a spell o1'his own. When I asked Alvin in the aftemoon if his spell
had worked, he told me that it had and, with a grin on his face, pointed out the lack
of clients at the woman's stall.

As such, becoming a spiritualist healer or medium clearly involves diflbrent
fbrms of authority and social orgar.rization than those groups considered in previous
chapters. Yet in sorne ways, this spiritualist circle and its members, as well as other
spiritualists I met whilst researching the netu'ork, bore similarities to people in those
groups, enabling it to exist on the periphery of the nonlbrmative regions o1'the
religious field. Thcre cxistcd a relatively strong crit icism ofspiritualist organizations.
and a tendency to develop abilities in other practices and to hold views drawn
fiom outside the remit of these organizations. Alvin was outspokenly critical of
spiritualism and those involved with it, saying in fact that he did not describe himself
as a 'spiritualist ', fbr there is too much 'polit ics' involved within it, although he
occasionally attended those spiritualist churches in the region which he described as
'nice'. FIe was also crit ical o1'the 'spiritualist circuit ' , claiming that today's 'spiritual

readings'(that is, pronouncements by mediur.r.rs during seances) concentrate on the
audiences' ' feelings', rather than, as in the past, providing 'f-acts'about their l ives,
such as street names of where people used to live. This meant, he said, that people
are not given the evidence that r.vill convince them their dead loved ones are alive,
which was important in prompting his involvcment with the movement. Liker.vise,
Irene expressed dissatisl'action with spiritualist groups, explaining that she would
not join a spiritualist dcvelopment circle becausc shc disliked the jealousies that
arose in them, but regularly attended the United Refbrm Church for its preferable
'atmosphere'. Like Michael, Alvin and Edward held crit icisrns of such circles 1br
allowing human teachers to take precedence over spirit guides. Alvin and Edward
practised other fbrms of therapy and all three actively participated in religious lairs
in the region, expressing considerable interest about the other practices and groups
they encountered in these.

A note on the Anthroposophical group

Arising fiom spiritualism, the Theosophical Society and its subsequent splinter
groups such as the Anthroposophical Society (fbunded by Rudolf Steiner in 1912)
marked a more erudite and rniddle-class development lior.n the late nineteenth
century. Unfortunately space does not allow any detailed discussion of the
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Anthroposophical group I rcscarched at the start of my fieldwork; instead, I have
concentrated on spiritualistn, because this n'as important in the l itb histories of so
many in the network. and paganism, because the relationship between the New Age
and paganisrn has receivcd significant scholarly attcntion. Neverthcless, some brief
ethnographic remarks on this group can be made to indicate its relatively formatir,e
nature. The group's fbrtnightly meetings involved a series of short readings,
followed by discussion, of texts by Steiner. with one of his chosen books being
worked through rneeting by meering, rhis being Sreiner's ( 1986 [ 1906] ) At the Gates
of Spiritttul Sc'ience dtrring my attendance . These discussions were man3ged by Tom
and Maria, the two lcadcrs of the group, who in a sr.rbtle but f inr.r manner brought
them back continually to Anthroposophical issues and terminology.

one example of this concernecl a woman new to the group who purported a vierv
openly crit ical of Steiner's comments in a passage we hacl just read (namely, Steiner,
1986,  pp.  I  l4-16) .  In  th is  pass: tge,  Ste iner( ib id. ,  p .  I  l5)  d is t inguishes betweel ' three
different ways of development': the'Eastem way'or'yoga', in which an init iate
fbllou's a 'Guru' and whose 'absolute surrender of one's own self suits the Indian
character; but there is rro place for it irr European culture'; the 'Christian q ay' in whiclr'there is one great Guru, Clhrist. lesus Himself '; and the 'Rosicrucian rr ay'in which the'Guru'acts not as a leader but as an adviseq providing directions for' inner training'.
This woman objected strongly to such a vicw of yoga, cxplaining how it had benefited
herself and other'weslemcrs'she krrew. Maria took the leacl in del'ending Steiner's
views by arguing that othcr 'culntres'could not be conrprehendecl becluse they are at
a dif lbrent 'evolutionary stage'to the 'west'. Thus, she explained, 'Eastem practices'
should not be sought for 'spiritual development'. When the new attcnder continped
to disagree and to argue that it rvas 'si l ly'not to make use of practices that had proycl1
so'spiritually beneficial ', Torn intcrjected slowly ancl quietly to rciterate Stcilcr's
position at some length, drarving attention to a passage in the previous chapter (ibict.,
pp. 99-102) that had been read in thc last meeting that this woman hail not attended.
There, hc rentinded us. Steiner argucd that Indians arc 'the fil'st sub-race of the Arynn
race'ancl as such arc to be distinguished from 'thc fifth sub-racc, to u,hich we fsteincr
and his assumed audience] ourselves belong' of the 'Germans and Anglo-Saxons'.
Then, drarving our attention to thc next chapter we woulcl cover (ibid., pp. I l7-2g),
Tom explained how'these evolutionary dil l 'erqrces'apply to all areas ol'our l ives,
such as cconomics nnd bodily posture. Tom's intcrjection tcrminatccl this discr-rssion
of yoga, for he then asked Maria to begin our study of this chaptcr by reading thc first
lew pagesl the woman u'ho had defended yoga was given no opportunity to reply. It
is important to note, hon,ever, that she did not attend again.

with between l2 and 16 participants in the groutrr. six of these had regularly
attended for at least two years and fbcused their discr,rssions on Anthroposophy
and Steiner. My conversations rvith them showed a strong Anthroposophical
identif ication. despite sorne bcing involveci with other rcligious practiccs such as
channell ing rvorkshops or religious fairs. clcarly, they dicl not engage w,ith these
other authorities to the extent that they upset the fonnativcness ofAnthroposophical
authority. Flowever, as in the exarnple provided. the other attenders r.vcre much more
likely and rvil l ing to divert discussions to other issues and to ref-er to other authorit ies.
leading to contestations with the core Anthroposophists. Their lbilure to achieve this
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in any enduring manner left thern fiustrated with the group (expressed publicly and
privately) and usually meant that they did not attend for very long. One of these was
Anne, the retired civil servant who irrtroduced me to other groups and erpressed
strong criticism at how the group was run. The relatively formative nature of this
group may therefore be compared to the spiritualist and pagan groups I researched,
but contrasted to those discussed in orevious chaDters.

The occult study group

Pagan.fbrmations

The history atrd development of modern paganism is even more cornpler than
that ofspiritualisrn and Theosophy, in pafi because ofthe greater strength of local

-qeographical and historical strands. These include witchcraft, druidry, shamanism,
magic and occultism, although nonc unambiguously idcntifres a sct of social
phenomena and each covers a wide range of histories and delelopments. Despite
this, there have been sufficicnt points ofcontact betwecn thesc strands, and sufficient
fomration of common identities, for 'paganisrn' to stand as a useful and accurate
description. Here, I rvil l  discuss paganism's fonnative tendencies before tuming
to my fieldwork with an occult study group on the fringes of the Nottinghamshirc
network.

Hutton's ( 1999) history of 'modern pagan witchcrafl' traces in detail the invention
of this religion in Britain fiom the early nineteenth century, as a nunrber of largely
crudite and wealthy people drew eclectically on rvritings arrd practices fi'om folk
tradil ions and post-Enlightenment occultism, ma-eic and secret societies. There is
evidence of the lbrmation of isolated covens with limited authorities of priestesses
arrd priests, but in the middle decades of the twentieth century there developed tu,o
specific strands of witchcraft (or Wicca): Gardncrian in the 1940s and Alexandrian
inthe l960s.Thcsecstabl ishedrnorepcrs is tentandident i f iab let radi t ionsandsocia l
organizations that spread popularly, dLre to the publications of their fbunders Gerald
Ciardner and Alex Sanders, and to media interest. This occurred both nationally and
internationally such that in Euro-America today there is widespread popular interest
in witchcraft (F.zzy, 2003), as well as a thriving coven scene. Within witchcraft,
which as Greenwood (2000) and Luhrnrann (1989) show substantially intersects
w'ith rnagic and occultisrn, there are different emphases. There has also emerged
a strollg t-eminist current, rvhich in San Francisco and partly due to the authority
of one witch, Starhawk. took a staunchly social activist direction (Hutton, 1999,
pp. 340-68). Significantly, Hutton (ibid., p. 413 ) concludes that 'pagan witchcraft . . . is
more than a shared set of stories, language, or images, and more than a commoll store
of deities or texts. It has a comlnol'r identity and a colnmon institutional structure.'

Witchcraft has spread by initiates deciding to set up their o'"vn covens, ofien by
splittirrg fiom existing ones and taking a number of members with them (Lr,rhrnrann,
1989, p.38), as well as by claiming authority on the basis of the l ineage of their
training. Covens are small groups, mostly with numbers in single digits, usually
led by a woman (thc priestcss), often in conjunction with a male pricst. These
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exercise authority within the group by directing and taking leading roles in rituals,
by the training of uninitiated members, and by the management of relations rvithin
tlre group, members of which are not supposed to belong to more than one coven
(Hutton, 1999, p.389). Yetthere is considerable contestatiorl of this authority, such
as by those initiated mernbers who wish to claim more weight in the running of the
covett, and because many members maintain an active interest and participation in
a range ofpagan practices and groups (Greenrvood,2000, pp. 138-43; Luhntrann,
1989,  pp.  27,33-5;  Magl iocco,  2004"pp.11-12;  Simes 1995b,  p.  t87) .

A significant formative tactor within witchcrafi is the practice of structurally
prescribed rituals at certain times of tl.re year, especially the cross-quarter days of
Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnasadh and Samhain, but also the equinoxes and solstices.
These involve drarving circles as a protective boundary, calling on elements to
conncct with nature, symbolic enactmcnt of couplings and sacrif ices (parlicularly
by the priestess and priest), and the invocation ofdeities (particularly the goddess)
in order to communicate with, or enter the bodies ol, the ritual participants (lbr
descriptions of riftrals, see Greenwood, 2000, pp. 34-102). These prescriptions
allow lbr a large degree of improvisation in terms of spoken texts, the structure of the
action, objects used, roles adoptcd, and so on (Luhnnann. I 989, p. 70). Even rvithin
the same co!'en, rituals are likely to ditf'er from oue year to the trext and are often the
cause of conflicts. Covens also practisc less formal rituals at their rcgular mectings.
as well as teaching systems of magic (such as the Tarot, the Kabbalah and astrology)
and meditation or visualization. Magliocco (2004, p.141) argues that pagans largely
agree about what rituals should lbel or look like; indeed, it is because there is such
a basis that contestations over group rituals make sense, because there is something
colnmot] to contest. Furthemtorc, the strength of this comrnonality is rcflected in
the strength ofcontestations, since pagans believe that what they are contesting has
social value. The persistence ofrivalry within paganism, often taking public fbrms, is
again confirmed by Magliocco (ibid., p. I l6) who notes incidcnces in which pagans
felt others in their 'comrnunity' had attacked them, particularly those with whom
they had had disagreements although the 'accused always denied the allegations',
and by Hutton ( I 999, p. 408) who clairns tlrar 'British Pagan netu,orks are . . . riddled
u i th  r iva l ry  and gossip ' .

Thus, despite the presence of endemic power struggles that liequently dissolve
or weaken groups, therc are strong ancl enduring identifications that establish
dillbrences rvith outsiders. 'Pagan' has enrerged as one of the most important of
these, in part fostered through the institutionalization of common identities such
as tl.rrough national conf-erences and associations (Greenwood, 1000. p. 6; Hutton,
1999, pp. 371 3: on national organizations. events, sanctuaries and temples in the
United States, including in response to perceived threats and misrepresentations.
see Hartman, 1976,p.175; Kelly, 1992, pp. 142-5). The Pagan Federation, based in
the United Kingdom. has an institutionalized authority stmcture and rnembership,
and one of its key roles is in cndorsing pagan prison chaplains, which. as Beckford
and Gill iat (1998) show, is a key area in rvhich religious organizations attempt to
define themsclvcs. These fomativc tendencies arc shovr,n not only by the strength
of networkius across groups but, crucially, also by the emergence of study groups
and discussion lbrunts, 'which assume corrrlnon interests and identit ies (Greenn'ood.
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2000, pp.3-4; Harvey,2000, pp. 165-6). Within the English network of pagan
groups she studied, Simes (1995a, pp.331 2) describes thenegative reaction to the
idea of creating a national central pagarr meetinghouse. But what is noteworthy is
that such a projcct was discussed in the first placc and that it was rejected on the basis
of being too pennanelrl and costly, and involr,in-q too malty problems of ourrership,
which suggests common recognition o1-a pagan identity (l.rowever arnbiguous) that
c' rn I tl be represented nationally.

Magliocco (2004, pp. -t7-60, l0 11,84-9 l) explores this selrse of comnon
identity within the pagan scene in Cali lbrnia by fbcusing upon the concenl of her
field subjects with who is or is not part of thcir comrnunity or rnovement (most
comuronly identif ied as 'pagan'). This has led to what shc lefers to as ar) ethnicization
ofpaganism and the emergence ofjokes that addrcss issues ofboundaries (as well as
diftbrences among,tt pagans).rMagliocct'r (ibid., pp. 62-4) also draws attention to the
fbrmation of identity through consumption and the resultant presentation of selves
and homes, u'hich clearly can be related to a sense of taste by which social groups
mark themselves off lrom each other. Simes ( 1995a, pp. 102-3, 149,393) similarly
likens paganism to an ethnic identily, because it is fbrmed through bour-rdary-making
and not just because those fi'om diffcrcnt traditions sharc a commitmcnt to ritualizing
or to a colrunon vision. Fuftlrermore, ethnographies shou' that an imporlant element
of pagan boundary-making is the drawing of distinctions with what they perceive the
Ncrv Agc to bc (Linclquist. I997. pp. 289 90; Magliocco,2004, pp. 84 7). a projcct
that scholarly accounts of the Ncw Age and paganism have replicated through
their rnethodological adoption of fblk rnodels fbr sociological erplanation (see
Greenu'ood,2000, pp. 8-1 l; Prince and Riches,2000, pp. 250-63; York, 1995).

N o tt in gh a m s h ire pogan ism

The meetings of'the occult study group Each meeting of an occult study group
in Nottingharnshire, which I attended in the fbur winter nronths of 1993-94, w'as
devoted to exploring in detail a topic, bv a talk and discussion lasting approximately
tu,o hours, and to socializing, lasting at least a turther two hours. About a dozen
people attcnded. eight of whom were regular attenders, with roughly equal numbers
ofrncn and wornen, but the average age ofabout thirty rvas at least ten years younger
than those other groups with which ficldwork was conducted. The mcctings rotatcd
between the houses of three of those u,'ho presented talks: Martin, Susan arrd Mary.
During the whole of I 993, thc founder of the group, Martirr, led I 6 ofthe 25 meetings,
with the others shared by a further seven speakers.

Martin had fbunded the group by getting sorne friends together, by posting notices
in an alternative bookshop at the end of 1 991, and by adl'ertising in u'hat he dcscribed
as 'a local pagan magazinc'. This latter rvas done, hc said, spccifically to ' l ink up with
pagans' in the area. [{e atternpted to r-r.rn the group with some fbnnality, organizing
a ncwslettcr at t l.re winter solstice of 1993 and a trip to Arbor Low stonc circle in the
nearby Peak nertional park earlier that sumnrer. The meetings were hcld every othcr
Friday evening, l ike the rneditation group, but lasting beyond 1 1.00 pm. The topics
covered in the group pro'u'ide an insight into its treatment of religious issues, being
donrinated by ancienl traditions: creation myths, Nostradamus, Theosophy, Egypfian
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pyramids, stone circles, Clelts and Toltecs all featured throughout 1993-1994. In
both personal conversations and public speech, participants showed an interest in the
history of religion and freqr"rently included psychological and sociological vier.vs on
religious mat(ers. Tlris was particularly espouscd by, although not confined to, those
u'ho uti l ized such perspectives in their u'ork and educational studies: Martin was
taking part-t irne Access (A-level eqr-rivalent) courses in psychology and sociology
with a view to entering university; his partner (Marion) and Suzi (the parlner of
anothcr attender, Peter) were taking postgraduate courses in social rvork; and an
older couple, Leon and Cllare, were social workers.

The meetings began infonnally with people arriving fiom 6.45 pm and sornetimes
after the talk had begun, nhich rlas never at a set time but sinrply when some of the
key parlicipants (those who tended to give talks and in u4rose houses the rneetings
were held) decided that it should start, which was usually bctween 7.30 and 8.00
pm. Although the majority of participants knerv cach other, it rvas not uncomlnon
to have a (sometinres intimate) conversation r.vith someone without knowing their
nanre, reinfbrcing the sense of infbrmality at the group. The talks themselves would
last between 40 and 60 minutes, and be given in a variety of styles. During his talks,
Martin sat cross-legged on thc floor and spokc quite softly, oftcn tuming to books
and props; Leon's rvere rnuch nrore fbrmal and authoritative; and Susan's were more
practical, sucl"r as involving a visualization or an exercise with a partner, so that
we could experience what she was talking about. The talks generally provided a
significant amount of information on the chosen topic (somc peoplc would rnake
notes), often starting from a historical or"erview before moving on to a consideration
ofthe relevance ol'the pafticular tradition to society today and to our personal lives.

Participants engaged in a lively manner u,ith the material with which they were
presented, which broadened out into a gcneral anirnated discussion after the talk
ended. During the talk, there rvould usually be some interruptions by the audience,
asking the speakcr for further information or clarification. This occasionally, and
especially during the discussions, becanre argumentative u'hen speakers presented
their os,n opinions. These argunrents were frequently sharp ar.rd heated, drawing
in other people and leading at t imes to rude, even personal, remarks. Unlike at
the Anthroposophical meetir.rgs, however, such confiontations did not lead to the
subjugation of one spcaker by the othcr, for no ovcriding authority existed (such
as group lcaders or a body of work such as represented by Steiner's) from r.vhich
resolution could be sought. Rather, dit lbrent opinions were expressed without any
of them being retracted. humiliated or silenced. Nor did there seem to be any bad
lbelings alterwards, in tact, such disagreerncnts usually led to longcr discussions
during the socializing period, which others r.vould join. At t irnes, howcvcr, Mar-tin
would intervene to suggest that rvhilst diflbrences eristed, it was time for the
discussion or talk to move on, 'or else', he would say, 'we'l l be here all night'.

The discussion u'ould usually rnove away from the evenir.rg's topic, so tlrat
presellters were llot neccssarily central to what happened atier their talks. Mttst
people would contribute at sorre point, although those who spoke rnost were the
key figures alrcady n.rentioncd and threc or fbur others. The dircction of thcse
discussions rvas unpredictable. but they rvould generally orientate around pagan
traditions ar.rd traditions of astrolosv. the Tarot ancl the Kabbalah. Cloresnondences
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between difTerent traditions and reli-eious histories rvould be raised and discussed,
and religious traditions fiom difTerent cultures and historical periods were commonly
linked to tlrose already listed, to suggest a common thread in humanity's religious
variety. After about an hour Manin rvould suggest that someone should put the kettle
on and the discussion would break up. Small groups would generally then carry on
their discussions, there would be invitations to otl.rer groups and events, and the
lending of books and materials.

Purticipant.s at the occull study group The ethos of these nreetings can be explored
by turning to sonlc ofthe key figures in the group and frorn this a broader scnse of
the pagan scene in Nottinghamshire can be established, in which the study group
r.l'as clearly situated, thus largely separating it fiom the Nottinghanlshire network.
Like all other participants, Martin was white and British. ln his early thifiies, he had
never had stable ernployment and generally found work irr casual manual labour.
Martin had attended a Baptist church some years previously, to explore, he said,
'the depth of the world'that he had experienced through drugs, but after a couple of
years had leli that church and started to become interested in the occult through the
influence of some friends. This provided hirn with a more satisfhctory insight into
'u.hat's real', as he put it, and this interest had since become increasingly important
to him. As already noted, he and Marion were firature students. His studies were
reflected in his talks at the group, fbr example he had givcn onc on Abraham Maslorv
whilst preparing an essay on humanistic psychology.

Whilst Marlin explicit ly located his interests within paganism. they specifically
lay with occult traditions. His interest in these may be described as a concern with
systems: plincipally, the Tarot. the Kabbalah and astrology. Particr.rlarly influcntial
upon him was Aleister Crowley, as shown by a picture he had drarvn of the Kabbalah
Tree of Lif-e, which hc told me had influcnced Crowley, and his ownership of a
reproduction set olCrowley's Egyptian Tarot cards. Crowley was a significant figurc
in the formation of modern British pagartism wl.ro developed 'a system of occult
practice'that he l ikened to science rather than religion, which he called 'magick', and
who inflr-renced Gardncr. rvho clairrred to have becn initiated into Crowley's British
occult group the Ordo Templi Orientis (Hutton, 1999, pp. 171 80, 206). Crowley, in
fact, was a dominant figure in the occult study group. not only because of his general
irrrportance on the development of British paganisrn, but more spccifically because it
was his system that formed the lbcus of a Kabbalah group which Leon ran and which
several of the study group attenders, including Martin, frequented.

Martin's house contained several metres of bookshelves on occult topics, to
which he rvould refbr frequently in order to clarily issues. The study group provided
Martin the opportunity to develop his thoughts orr occult subjects, prompting him
to research and formulate them f'urther, but also provided the oppo(unity fbr him to
learn more about them through the discussions and the topics presented by others,
since several attenders rvere, he said, 'experts', such as Susan or.r astrology and Leon
on thc Kabbalah. I{is interest in astrology led to the view that significant changes wel'e
occurring irr society as a resuh of t lre shift to what Martin called a 'new astrological
cycle'. FIe described this as an ernerging'new age'and in one discussion explained
that there existed a 'new ase movement'because of the sencral interest in the 'sorts
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of things' looked at by the study group. No one disagreed r'vith Martin's opinion, but
the term 'new age'rvas rarely used at the group, except to arliculate the idea ofa shifl
in cycles as fbund in astrology and the belief:systems of other cultures such as the
Toltecs. I never heard the term 'nerv age lnovement' rnentioned again in the group,
although there r.vere frequent ref-erences to a sense of greater numbers of people
interested in sitnilar topics, otien refbrred to as 'pagans'or 't ' lccultists', or sornetimes
more specifically as 'astrologers' or 'Wiccans'.

Many participants at the occult study group also attended two other study groups
in the local area: Leon's Kabbalah study group and an astrology study group.
Respectively, these had around halfa dclzen and a dozen or lrore regular participants.
The latter had arisen fionr one of the occult study group's meetings and was led by
two sisters, Susan and Mary, who were regular attenders. Although I did not study
these groups ethnographically, discussions about them with those who did attend
were illuminating. Whilst both rvere concerned rvith the interest in religious systems
shown by Martin, Leon practised this in a groLlp that stuclied Crou'ley's erposition ol
the Kabbalah more fbmrally and in depth. with himself acting as the teacher within
the group. According to Susan, horvever, she was invoh'ed in running the astrology
study group in order to open up further vistas of religiclus concern, notably what she
called 'the psychology of personal development'.

Susan had heard about the occult study group through a liiend fiom Friends ofthe
Earth, the environmenttrl group in which she lvas active. It tumed out that at least two
other of the group's attenders were also members of this organization. A 34-year-old
mental health worker, she had begr.ur attending with Mary her sister and particularly
valued the 'open' atmosphere at the group. She and Mary had been practitioners of
astrology tbr many years, and viewed the occult study group as a way of discussing
their interest in this with other practitioners and of learning about related religious
systems. She was, however, wary when talk at the study group became rvhat she
described as 'too acadernic'; in her two talks that I attended she was more interested
in getting us to do something practical so that rve could 't-eel'for ourselves. It was
especially the fbrthright roicing ofbook-based opinions that annoyed heq and she
n'ould often argue with Leon at tl.re meetings, since his attitude, as will be shown,
was considerably more didactic. lt was as a result of the considerable interest show'n
in her talk on astrology that Susan had decided to set up an astrology study groLrp
with Mary which was fiequented by several of the occult study group attenders,
including Martin, although not Peter, Leon or Clare (u'ho were more involved in the
groups fbcused on Crowley that Leon ran).

In researching the occult study group, then, I entered a netr.vork ofpagan groups
(indeed, a local pagan scene) that existcd across Nottinghamshire and its adjacent
counties ofDerbyshire and Lincolnshire, and that was concurrently being researched
by Arny Simes (1995a). It was not uncomlnon for Sirnes and me to krrorv the sarne
people within this scene through our separate studies. This scene rvas thr more
coherent in tcrnrs of idcntity (specitically thror-rgh people's dcscriptions of themselves
as 'pagan' despite their interest in a variety of dilterent traditions) an(l social
organization, as I have already discussed and as Simes's ethnography demonsh'ates.
in comparison rvith the l ieldwork sites cramincd in previous chapters. This can bc
reinfbrced by disctrssing the attitudes of Peter and Leon. and their magick group.
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Peter, Leon and the magick group Like his good friend Martin, and roughly the
same age, Peter r.vas employed in casual manual labour. and his partner u'as on the
same vocational course as Martin's partner. A regular at the occult study group,
Peter was also an init iated lnember of a witchcrati coven. Privately, he rvas rather
derogatory towards the occult study group, in whose discussions he would not
participate very rnuch. He criticized sorne particil'rants by saying that they did not
investigate occult matters with sufficient seriousness and commitment. 'They do not
really r.vant to get to grips rvith the things they look at', he told me, giviug Anne as
a particular example, a point that will be discussecl further on. Leon's Kabbalah and
rnagick groups. he said, provided a conte\t tbr tlre 'serious study' of the 'occult',

especially through Crowley's writ ings.
The magick group had three levels of init iation (or'Orders'). which according

to Leon were taken from thc rituals of freemasonry that had influenced Crowley, the
third being to take on a role of responsibil i ty rvithin the group: Peter was the 'pLrblicity

officer'. In addition, it issued'degrces'to its members rclating to competence in
various aspects of rnagick, such as the Kabbalah and the Tarot. The group was a
year old, rvhich, Peter said, was 'good for a magickaF association', because rnany
collapsed within a f-ew months. As part of his role, he had arranged lbr the group
to be listecl in a directory of pagan and occult groups. Whilst showing me the entry,
Peter conlmented upon other listed groups, rnaking a number of derogatory remarks
about some of them.a Certainly tiom this side of his pa_ean activit ies, Peter's main
interest u'as in the u'ritings and life of Clrowley, fiom whose books he would read
to me to explain points about the Tarot, Kabbalah or magick. Although his practice
of the Tarot and Kabbalah was guided by Crowley's work, at one point Petertook
pains to erplain that he was not 'all concerned'with Crou'ley but it rvas sirnply
that Crowlcy ' just said things bcst'. For this reason! hc said, he became concemed
u'hen people misinterpreted Crou,ley. either those who rvere against hinr (sr-rch as
Christians) or ignorant '.pagans'.

Peter's reaction to n1e is enlightening to consider, because it erpressed a diflerent
attitude than I experienced from my research discussed in previous chapters,
although there were sirnilarities to the way in u{rich Alr,'in and the leaders of the
Anthroposophical group treated me.-' ln thc first placc. he was wary of my status
as a social researcher and war.rted to 'grill lne', as he put it, about ury research and
personal views. particularly in order to make sure that I was not a 'fundamentalist

Christian'trying to 'expose' the magick group. As part of this, he tested my reaction
to a condom (thankfully sli l l  in its packet) that he casually tossed over to me when
I first visitcd his house. The tact that t pickcd it up seemed to allay his fbars. evcn
though, whilst thanking him for his kind gift, I told him I pref-erred to purchase
my own. Whilst it rvould be too strong to claint that Peter tried to convert me to
Crorvley, he was very keen that I should become seriously involved in the group in
order to study rt, which he urged me to do. 'Nolv you are getting to the real meat'.
hc said of my studies. adding unflattering rcmarks about the other groups that I
had rcsearched. This would recluire, he said, making the magick group the focus
of my research, since I could only understand it as an ' insider', rvhich demtrnded
'great commitrnent'. I should, he said, 'pick his brains'on these religious matters.
There rvas clearly a publicity orientation to his urgine, since he asked me to name
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and thank the magick group in my doctoral thesis, which he also oflered to help me
publish because he knew someone in the publishing industry.6

In his mid to late forties, Leon was held in high regard in the occult study group.
He had been interested in 'the occult' (Leon used this term rather than describing
himself as a 'pagan') for a long time, fbllowing a period in early adulthood in which
he had been a Seventh Day Adventist. Leon was the most practised speaker at this
group, establishing himself as an expert on many of the issues with which it dealt,
expressed by the steady flow of his speech which, along with its authoritative and
clear manner, made it difficult for people to interrupt him. Also unlike others in
the group, the points he made were less soft-spoken, with a sharper intonation that
emphasized them. Leon attended the occult study group with his partner Clare, who
spoke much less than he and usually directed her remarks to him, providing Leon the
opportunity further to expound his own views. It is important to note the difl'erences
of these two from the majority of the other attenders: both were social workers and
thus enjoyed a higher income and social status.

Unlike Pcteq Leon was not wary of my presence and specifically invited me to
meetings of his magick group - even if I was a 'fundamentalist Christian', he said,
when I was talking to him once about Peter's suspicions, 'any publicity is good
publicity'. This group - and, from others'descriptions of it, the Kabbalah study group
- allowed him the opporlunity to exercise authority, by acting as the most prominent
speaker and by directing discussions. lndeed, these were basically teaching groups;
as Martin put it (he himself was a tairly regular attender), it was another group fbr
'teaching and swapping knowledge'. At the few meetings I attended, there were
never more than eight people present. Martin was there twice and a couple of other
regulars at the occult study group, other than Peter and Clare, also attended once or
twice. In addition to Leon, Clare and Peter, there were two other regular attenders,
one a female bank managcr in her fifties and the other a slightly younger man. This
group's meetings were markcd by Leon's speech 'he doesn't give full stops', jokcd
Clare in fiont of him at one meeting, which elicited a laugh from Leon. Our attention
was continually brought back to Crowley's life, theories and writings. As in his talk
at the occult study group, there was much referencing of books, particularly those by
Crowley. The group's meetings, however, did not include specific ritual practices,
except for a short period of meditation on one of Crowley's themes or symbols.
More often the meetings, which usually lasted about three hours, would become
a discussion based around Leon's knowledge of Crowley's systems (including the
Tarot and the Kabbalah), extending into an interpretation of current affairs and
participants' lives.

It is useful to investigate authority at the occult study group through considering
reactions to Anne. It was Anne who had mentioned my research to Martin, leading
to him telephoning to invite me to his group. Anne had begun to attend the group
after ceasing to attend the Anthroposophical meetings and was of a different age-
group and social background to rnost ofthc othcrs, reflected in her more outspoken
and confident manner. Whilst interested in the various speakers'topics, she would
openly adapt their ideas to shed light on her religious concefils. In one meeting
she interrupted Marlin, who had just made reference to one esoteric tradition that
had begun four hundred years ago, to tell us about a catastrophic flood that had



152 Possession, Power and the New Age

also occurred at that time, remarking that it was going to happen again soon, as
prophesied by David lcke. This rather unusual deviation from pagan traditions was
treated in a similar way in which views deviant from Steiner's theories were often
treated at the Anthroposophical meetings in that no one responded to her and Martin
then resumed his talk, although her view was not contested in the way it might have
been in those meetings. Icke had recently figured as the subject of one of Martin's
talks, although the general tenor of that meeting (which Anne had also attended) was
that Icke had little basis for his theories and many in the group had mocked them.
Martin had become intrigued by Icke after seeing him speak in a local lecture, but
told us that he was not impressed by him, fbr although Icke claimed to be saying
something neq in fact he was not. Aside fiom this, some of his beliefs, such as in
aliens, Martin considered not 'proven'and as 'not particularly religious anyway'.

In contrast to others at the group, however, Peter was irritated by Anne's presence
and wamed me to take what she said 'with a pinch of salt'. He cited her as an example
of why the study group had 'tumed out' as it had, rather than becoming a group that
could deal 'properly' with religious issues, which he had hoped it would when it
first began, such as the other groups he attended. For example, Peter ridiculed as
'pathetic' and ' ludicrous'Anne's belief in 6grays', the term given by Icke to aliens
who negatively influence people on Earth, as espoused in his numerous books and
in his frequent lecture tours (including to Nottingham) in the 1990s, which Peter did
not think warranted serious consideration in an occult study group. As with his other
negative views on the group, Peter's remarks were voiced in private - vocif-erous
public denunciations werc gcnerally confined in the occult study group to situations
in which opinions were f'elt to have been expressed too authoritatively, as with
Susan's disagreements with Leon.

Conclttsion

This ethnographic account ofspiritualist, Anthroposophical and pagan groups shows
significant differences from the meditation group, the channelling workshops and
the religious fair. I have drawn attention to the much greater presence in the former
of social identity, social boundaries, rivalry, gossip and authoritative leadership, and
of the focus upon kcy figures, texts and systems of belicf and practice. To emphasize
these differences, it is useful to compare the Nottinghamshire network with those
traditions on its social periphery in terms of six criteria that Mitchell ( 1973, pp. 3l-
2) uses to classify a'corporate group': 'membership recognized by both members
and non-members'. 'Common aims and interests of the members', 'Norms and rules
commonly acceptcd by the members', 'Capabil ity of joint action by the members',
'A division of labour between members in terms of their common aims and
interests', and 'The persistence of relationships of positions beyond the incumbency
of individual occupants of those positions'. Whilst Wilson (1975, p. 13) rightly
points out that our conception of religious movements should allow fbr informal
organization, arguing that 'classification of religious movements by the extent to
which they are institutionalized is a clearly inadequate procedure fbr movements
that have arisen outside the boundaries of established Cihristianity', unless some
criteria are established the verv meaning of 'movement' or 'organization' becomes
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incoherent, as I have argued occurs in New Age studies. By intetpreting the notion
of membership loosely, Mitchell 's criteria can be useful for indicating the manner
in rvhich people's expericnccs and subjcctif ications are shaped in a relativcly rnore
lbmative (though, of course, not uncontested or replicating) manner.

My ethnography shorvs that each criteriorr is tveak or very weak in the
network, but moderately to very strong in the peripheral traditions (although this is
questionable tbr the last criterion). Spiritualist, Theosophical and pagan traditions,
nrovements and groups demonstrate this fbrmativeness, reproduced in thc parlicular
groups I researched. In these, leadership rvas exercised diffbrently than in the
Nottinghamshire network, with those who had in-depth knowledge being recognized
as experts, often leading to the establishment of study or training groups centred on
their leadership and the establishment of a describable religious career. This greater
establishment of authority was also rcflected in the significant degree of gossip,
rivalry and denouncements at these groups, as indir,iduals or factions competed witlr
each other for religious capital. The resulting subjectification in terms of a particular
religious habitus amongst participants was shorvn in their speech and attitudes,
particularly as these were expressed in idioms of social identities and traditions. and
bodies of knowledge arrd experls. These groups retnained at the social periphery of
the Nottinghamshire network because these fbrmative tendencies facilitated only
a limited degree of overlap, such as Anne's presence a1 the Anthroposophical and
occult study groups or Susan's attendance at the religious fair. I norv explore these
diftbrences more theoretically in the concluding chapter, engaging once more with
scholarly literature on the New Age. My discussion then nloves beyond this to
compare practices ofpossession in the Nottinghamshire network with other religious
traditions, in terms of wider social chanses of a neoliberal nature.

Notes

I As with field subjects, the names I use for thesc spirits are pseudorryntous but
attempt to reffcct thc spirit of thcir names. as it wcre.

2 One very fbrmal kabbalistic group, fbrexample, was refened ro as'High E,piscopagan,
(Magliocco, 2004, p. 1 46).

3 I later confirmcd this spelling with Peter.
4 For example, Peter described the leader ofone occult group as a 'rvanker'.

5 This was also similar to the relations I had with some Methodists in r.ny later
postdoctoral research.

6 I hope it is superlluous to cxplain that the present book is not such an ogtcomc.


