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Living Ancestors, Talking Trees:
Indigenous Religions Today.


A critical assessment of a selected indigenous religion in relation to the academic debate. 

                                                    
                                             Survival Vs Revival: Defining Druid.


Introduction: 

Underpinned by myriad factors, defining Indigenous Religion is no small task. These religions are diverse and multifaceted, each with their own rich history and unique worldview. They fall outside of the belief-systems that Western scholars define as the ‘major religions’ of the world (such as Christianity or Judaism) and are asserted by some to be ‘receding in the modern world’ (Cox, 2007). Regardless of this assertion, Indigenous Religions are very much alive today, and with modern revivals happening on a number of continents, many of them are becoming more present than ever, bringing into question: which religions can be classified as indigenous? 

Connection to one’s origins is certainly an important aspect of Indigenous Religion, as the name ‘’Indigenous’’ suggests, these religions belong to groups that can often be considered the original inhabitants of a land, an assertion that is naturally accompanied by an assumption of lengthy history and longevity. Whilst the ancient Druids could certainly match this status in that they were some of the first recorded inhabitants of Britain, many argue that there is little connection between the ancient Druids of old and the modern Druids of the present.

Should Druidry be considered an Indigenous Religion, or is it a new religion?
Is it possible to be both? 

Ethnicity:

It is important to first note that whilst there are debates around whether Druidry is an Indigenous Religion, it is far simpler to fairly state that the modern Druids of Britain are not an indigenous group as the term ‘’indigenous’’ when applied to a people implies that they are an ethnic minority in the area they originally inhabited due to colonisation or have been geographically displaced because of it. Many of the Druids in Britain are indeed British as well as White and no such argument of ethnic persecution can be made, nor should it. There are those with concerns that the modern Druid’s attempt to gain indigenous status could be employed ‘’strategically to support cultural or political aims’’ (Owen, 2020, p71) however to argue that a religion indigenous is not necessarily to argue indigenous status culturally as a group. 

Origin and Continuation: 

Much of what we know about the ancient Druids comes from classical commentators such as Pliny the Elder and other significant contemporaries such as Julius Ceasar, placing the religion at least as far back as the 1st century BCE (Green, 1997). Today, modern Druids such as the prominent Arthur Pendragon assert that it is the age of Druidry that makes the religion indigenous, stating in 2010 that Druidry is not ‘’a new religion, but one of the oldest’’, expressing that Druidry’s pre-Christian status makes it the Indigenous Religion of the British Isles (Owen, 2020, p71). However, in order for this claim to equate an indigenous religious status, modern Druidry would have to be a continuation of the old religion, as opposed to a new religion simply inspired by the ancient Druids. Whilst there are many Druids that claim ancient Druidry as their direct heritage, there are also many who happily acknowledge that it is not an embodiment or continuation of the past, but a reimagining. This perhaps supports the argument that the modern incarnation of Druidry is disconnected from its origins, and therefore not indigenous. What actually links modern day Druidry to the religion of old?

Preservers of Language:

We know that Druids of the past were valued members of their communities, with ‘’Ceasar and his contemporaries portraying the Druids as enjoying extremely high status in Gallic society’’ (Green, 1997, p10) simultaneously acting as lawmakers, healers, wise folk and preservers of myth and language. With the existence of The Order of the Bards, Ovates and Druids, it is made clear that today’s Druids hold poetry, song, myth and language equally dearly to the ancient Druids, who Ceasar noted as ‘’committing immense amounts of poetry to memory’’ (Green, 1997, p10). A close link to the Druids of the past is the modern Druids’ commitment to preservation of language, as they intend to ‘’foster the Welsh, Cornish and Breton languages’’ (Carr-Gomm, 2019), languages that have been at risk of being lost, whether due to decreasing numbers of speakers over time, or direct persecution (such as the ‘’Welsh Not’’ in Welsh schools in the 19th century). Language is one of the most important aspects of any indigenous religion as indigenous religions pass their traditions down orally from generation to generation. Through loss of language, many beliefs and practices of an indigenous religion can be lost.  

The Value of ‘The Bard’:

Further explaining the role of The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids, modern Druid, and former Chief, Philip Carr-Gomm states that to be ‘’fully creative’’ is one of the Druids three greatest yearnings in life (Carr-Gomm, 2019). Historically, to become a recognised Bard amongst the Druids involved years of intense training, as Bards were ‘’Masters of Record and Inspiration’’ memorising stories, lore and poetry to pass on orally (Carr-Gomm, 2019) and the Bardic tradition within present day Druidry remains. In training in The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids, initiates will undertake training under ‘’the Bardic Grade’’ in order to develop and hone ones creative and artistic self (Carr-Gomm, 2019). Doing so is important to Druidry due to the belief that it enhances one’s spiritual self, as well as ones connection to the natural world and the past. 

Ovates and Shamanism:

In many Indigenous Religions around the world, certain religious officials are entrusted with spiritual and magical practices and are often known as Shamans. ‘’In many traditional societies, including some North American Indians and in Siberia, Shamans sometimes take on the guise of animals in order to make contact with the spirit world’’ (Green, 1997, p33) and we see evidence of such practices amongst the ancient Druids in the archaeological record. Antler adorned headdresses have been found in Britain in relation to the pre-Roman Celts, and depictions of Druids wearing such headdresses and robes can be seen engraved on certain ironware such s cauldrons and buckets from this time (Green, 1997). In ancient Druidry, these figures were Ovates, and it is understood that unlike Bards, Ovates were responsible for Shamanistic practices such as ‘’understanding the mysteries of death and rebirth, for transcending time – for divining the future, for conversing with the Ancestors…’’ (Carr-Gomm, 2019) and anything else wholly spiritual. Today, the path of the Ovate amongst Druids is most concerned with healing, though ‘’channelling future wisdoms’’ is also part of the Ovate’s path (Carr-Gomm, 2019). It could be claimed that we see similar rituals to those of the past taking place all year round, with religious celebrations and events such as that of the Summer or Winter Solstice at Stone Henge, or equally the Autumn and Spring Equinox, events which we believe the ancient Druids celebrated.

Disconnection with Origins. 

The Fall of the Old Druids. 

Though it is thought that Druidry in Britain ended with the dominance of Christianity, others assert that Druidry was simply forced to operate subtly and secretly to avoid persecution. For a Bard this would mean posing as a regular minstrel, for an Ovate this may mean assuming the role of ‘’wise folk’’, herbalist or healer (Carr-Gomm, 2019), however whilst this is certainly a possibility, it is unfortunately not supported by evidence. Whilst minstrels, wise-folk and even ‘’white-witches’’ certainly existed in early Christian Britain, the notion that these individuals were secretly operating Druids, continuing their practices is purely speculation. The Druids are well documented to have been persecuted through to Emperor Nero’s reign with mention of this decreasing greatly after his time (Green, 1997). Other Pagan practices such as that of Witchcraft are well recorded in Britain after the fall of the Roman Empire, with Witchcraft in Wales being far less persecuted through Witch-Trials in Wales than in Scotland or England (Starling, 2022) however Druidry itself doesn’t reappear with any great affect until a revival in interest in the 16th century when classical texts were being discovered and re-examined (Green, 1997, p17). Druidic fraternities emerging in the 17th and 18th century considered their practices ‘’revivals’’ of the old tradition (Owen, 2020) and Green asserts that though various modern orders such as The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids have attempted to maintain Druid tradition, these modern Druids have little in common with the Druids of Old (Green, 1997, p17). 



A New Religion:

Many Druids of today would happily agree that their religion is a revival, a modern interpretation or a Neo-Pagan tradition in that much of their practices have been invented to suit the modern world, as opposed to being  adapted from the very little evidence we have of how ancient Druids worshipped and lived. There is little in the way of written evidence beyond the often scathing reports or accounts of Roman authors, and therefore knowing how to recapture the ancient magical practices of the Druids is near impossible. What we are told by classical authors is that the Druids engaged in ‘’barbaric practices’’ (Green, 1997) such as human sacrifices (as well as animal sacrifice) and that is certainly not a practice of today’s Druids. Furthermore, Carr-Gomm expresses that if Bards were masters of lore, poetry and language, and Ovates masters of the spiritual, healing and time, then ‘’Druids’’ were often judges, lawmakers and teachers (Carr-Gomm, 2019) and whilst the general profession of teacher exists, Druid colleges do not in any official capacity, as much as Druids can certainly not create new laws or deal out justice. The gaps in our knowledge of the ancient Druids leads us to ‘fill in the blanks’, resulting in the creation of new practices, not the revival of old ones. For example, the Ogham Tree Alphabet used by modern Ovates is not historically supported as an ancient method of divination, therefore Ogham is a modern tradition entirely (Carr-Gomm, 2019). Whilst Starling in her book on Welsh Witchcraft fairly asserts that antiquity and authenticity should not be conflated, this argument falls apart when attempting to assert Druidry as an Indigenous Religion as the differences between ancient and modern are so very clear. This is not to say that the modern practice is not certainly heavily inspired by Druidry of old, but to claim Indigenous status (religiously) may require more elements. 

Furthermore, the modern boom in interest enjoyed by modern Druidry is explained by some as ‘’one of numerous contemporary movements that have  rushed into the vacuum left by the  decline in Christian  practice’’ (Lewis, 2009, p479), even the words of modern Druid Carr-Gomm support this when he states that Druidry particularly appeals to those who are ‘’disenchanted’’ with every day life in Britain, and other major religions (Carr-Gomm, 2019). Lewis claims that this disenchanted state has led to the romanticisation of the Celts and subsequently the Druids, reasoning that it has caused the modern invention of supposedly ancient beliefs. It is however important to remember that the aim is not to invalidate the Druid religion of today, nor discount it’s inspirations, but simply to ponder an argument as to whether Indigenous status is appropriate or even feasible. 


Indigenous Religions. 

The argument that modern day Druidry is too disconnected from its ancient predecessor is not the sole argument as to why Druidry is not an Indigenous Religion. Other elements beyond age and origin combine to make a religion indigenous. 

Unlike many indigenous religions, Druidry is not kinship-oriented, in that ‘’Druidry is neither bound to a specific location nor practised only among closely related individuals, and only vaguely refers to ancestors…’’ (Owen, 2020, p74). Furthermore, whilst the tradition of Druidry may be passed down from generation to generation, very few modern Druids hold any claim to having inherited the practices or beliefs from elder generations. Instead, many modern-day Druids learn about Druidry through the internet and begin their pursuit of Druidry online, before being able to meet with other Druids who practice. A modern-day Druid, once having gained an interest in the religion, may find teachers or fellow Druids to learn from, but this is far from kinship-based exchange of knowledge (Owen, 2020). 

Furthermore, as previously stated, an unfortunate commonality between most Indigenous Religions is that they belong to Indigenous groups who were original inhabitants of a land before being colonised or displaced by dominant nation-states. Through this colonisation, an Indigenous Religion may be lost through re-education by the state, loss of language and therefore oral tradition or through religious persecution or conversion to dominant religions of the nation-state. Much culture and belief has been lost through this process for many Indigenous Religions and groups, with fortunate revivals and reparations only being made in recent decades, such is the case with the Māori of New Zealand. ‘’Modern Druids might develop a grudge against Romans or Christians in the romantic sense of an imagined loss of ethnic British culture, identity or religion, but cannot claim to be ‘colonised’, which fuels much indigeneity discourse’’ (Owen, 2020, p74) as even though the ancient Druids were greatly affected by interferences and persecution from the Roman Empire, the culture and people’s of the Roman Empire is just as distant and lost as the original practitioners of Druidry. The struggles faced by most Indigenous Religions is far more recent, certainly taking place in more recent centuries, as is the case with the genocide of ‘Native Americans’ and their continued exploitation. The modern Druids of Britain have certainly not suffered such exploitation and can live comfortably in the land they have largely always known, as simultaneously British and Druid. 

However, it is worth noting that many Druids claim to feel an affinity with other Indigenous groups and Religions, spiritually with some citing inspiration by ‘’Saami people, Australian aborigines and other indigenous peoples’’ (Owens, 2020, p75) and there has been some contact between high members of The Order of Bards, Ovates and Native American peoples (Owens, 2020). 

Druids and Wales: 

In the 18th Century, some facets of Druidry became integrated into Welsh culture, perhaps unsurprisingly as many Welsh people identify with the Celts historically or the romanticisation of the ancient Celtic identity. In the 1700’s thanks to the efforts of Iolo Morgannwg, Druidry and the Welsh National Eisteddfod became one, as through the efforts made to reinvent the cultural event, Bardic pedigree and intricate ceremonies became a staple of the yearly event (Green, 1997, p153). However, despite this feat, interestingly, ‘’the organisers of the modern Royal National Eisteddfod make it clear in all their literature that there is no connection between the modern ‘’Gorsedd y Beirdd’’ and the ancient Druids of pre-Roman of the pre-Roman Celts’’ (Green, 1997, p156), in fact it would appear a great deal of notably bodies and Druid individuals make clear a lack of connection, proud of the notion that modern day Druidry is just an inspired Neo-Pagan religion. This assertion supports the argument that Druidry is not an indigenous religion at all. 
Conclusions:

In conclusion, Druidry may not meet many of the requirements to be considered and Indigenous Religion, belonging to a non-indigenous people, unclassified as such, and being far removed from any claimed origins, buried in the murk of thousands of years passed. However, there is clear an argument that perhaps we should treat Druidry as a modern religion, regardless of its non-indigenous status with the reverence and respect afforded major religions like Christianity, as its growing numbers prove a real increase in interest and celebration and worship of the ways of the Druid. It should also be recognised that falling under the category of Neo-Pagan as a religion is not a negative thing – many such religions like Wicca and Odinism are thriving around the world and enjoying growth in followers (Green, 1997). There is certainly nothing to suggest that the Druids of old would disapprove of the teaching of modern Druids, who value nature, creativity, and language and strive to make wise folk and healers of themselves to help others and the planet. These teachings are decidedly in keeping with what we know about the ancient Druids. 
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