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A Qualitative Research Project on the Cosmological Beliefs of Modern Witches
Word Count 5012
	
	Throughout her lifetime, American author, journalist, and Neo-Pagan activist Margot Adler (1946-2014) was quoted multiple times expressing that, ‘The first time [she] called [herself] a “witch” was the most magical moment of her life.’[footnoteRef:1] This research paper is set to delve into the cosmological belief system of other self-identifying, modern witches, particularly in the age of the internet. In my research, through in-depth interviews and a survey questionnaire, I explored the underlying cosmologies of these witches regarding post death spirituality, reincarnation, and lunar and celestial influences. The purpose of this study was to ascertain what the cosmological beliefs are that are held by a modern witch, who has accessibility to the internet, that may not have been available twenty or thirty years ago, regarding their spell craft. With the internet available to many western people, I set out to define what impact this accessibility had on magic users, what an online coven looks like and whether location, either where the witch was originally from or where they currently reside, can contribute positively or negatively.  [1:  Mlamli Diko, (2024) “The First Time I Called Myself a ‘Witch’ Was the Most Magical Moment of My Life: Unmasking the Influence of Christianity in the Persecution of Witches Through Cultural Hegemony”] 


	My research into this essay was done by the form of a qualitative research project that assessed the cosmological beliefs of nine individuals. This objective was obtained initially via interviews in person, through video conferencing apps, or social media messaging and secondly by the completion of a two-part questionnaire compiled of thirty-seven questions. The questionnaire clarified the demographics of the participants in the first ten questions, for example, their age bracket, ethnicity, where they lived, where they had grown up, their sexual orientation, relationship status and whether they had children or grandchildren. By assessing the demographics, I was able to ensure that my respondents were a homogenous group and although there may be some outliers, the premise would be that I would be able to ascertain if the group held similarities in their cosmological beliefs. This follows on from the work of Leung[footnoteRef:2] who researched good practice in qualitative research through by reviewing five separate qualitative research studies in health, my take was to have a consistent group make-up within my study. [2:  Lawrence Leung, (2015) Validity, Reliability and Generalizability in Qualitative Research Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care] 


	The second part of the questionnaire asked a wide range of questions regarding the core beliefs of the participants, in topics such as spirituality, reincarnation, magical alignment, theology, afterlife, collective consciousness, animal affinity and supernatural creatures. My research in this section was based in part on the essays of Gillian Bennett[footnoteRef:3] and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse into reincarnation and precognition[footnoteRef:4]. Surprisingly to me, none of the respondents described themselves as “Wiccan”, which I believe had to do with the rejection of a structured religious sect and more frequently the partakers described themselves as Pagans, or as one contributor enthused, she was a “wild witch”, with no established doctrine. [3:  Gillian Bennett, (1995) “If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group. In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, pp. 122-142]  [4:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, 1999 “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, pp. 187–97] 


Historical Insights into Witchcraft: 
	There is a history of witchcraft that dates to the early mediaeval times in one form or another[footnoteRef:5], however, my research focussed on a modern version of a witch in a post-feminist evolution. The magic practitioners that I studied, emerged from out of civil rights and counterculture movements of the 1960s and early 1970s. This modern witch was birthed with access to the start of the internet and a greater experience of knowledge sharing and new paganism. Apart from two outliers, a thirty-year-old Millennial and a later Silent Generation member, the group was comprised of members from Generation X or Baby Boomers. It can be surmised then that some of views and cosmology expressed could be related to their generational placement. It is also interesting to note that some of the contributors had become interested in the occult after growing up in the era of the “Satanic Panic”[footnoteRef:6] and stigmatism towards anything witchery. Later groups who experienced the Harry Potter franchise phenomenon during their childhood found occult stigma had somewhat dissipated.  [5:  Elizabeth Foster-Feigenbaum (2018) The Middle Ages as a Conducive Period to the Witch Craze]  [6:  Sarah, Hughes (2017). American Monsters: Tabloid Media and the Satanic Panic, 1970-2000. Journal of American Studies, 51(3), pp. 691–719. ] 


	There has long been an association between “witchcraft” and traditional female folk crafts, such as weaving, spinning, and working with textiles. In fact, it has been suggested that a witch’s broom was a distaff for spinning wool, with the fibres gathering at the end meant to represent a broom. Apocryphally, there is a tale that witches were originally ale brewers, hiding in plain sight from the monks who had banned women from being involved in the brewing of hops. In Europe, goddesses related to magic and witchcraft include Freya in the Germanic-Norse pantheon, Hecate of the Classical World, and Bridget in Irish mythology. Often these witch goddesses are three faceted, or triple-aspect goddesses, otherwise known as the maiden, mother and crone. These goddesses have come into the zeitgeist and permeate popular culture even in Terry Pratchett's (1948-2015) literary Discworld novels have three witches to represent the maiden, mother, and crone, respectively Magrat Garlick, Nanny Ogg and Granny Weatherwax.

	Traditional witchcraft may have begun as a response to clerical and Christian appropriations of what would have been natural healing, herbalism, and folk remedies. It interesting that only one of the study group expressed that they had a Pagan upbringing, with the rest as lapsed Christians who mainly professed to have some natural inclination towards healing. Several of the surveyed specified they were Reiki practitioners or leant towards infusion of crystals in the benefits of health.

Background demographics of the Participants of the Study:

	My participants in this study consisted of nine people from around the world that I interviewed in person or via video conferencing on different apps, such as Zoom or through messaging. Each person was also given a questionnaire that they were free to complete as fully as they felt comfortable with, and most of the respondents completed the thirty-seven questions. Out of the nine interviewees, eight were women and one a man and eight were over the age of forty-five, with the ninth being a thirty-year-old nurse practitioner. Two thirds were actively involved in healing as a primary or secondary profession, with the largest of this subset trained Reiki practitioners or herbalists. Often the participants in the questionnaire communicated that they believed witchcraft was a tool towards healing and expressed that they were “light aligned”. One person who wasn't a healer, but is a bio anthropologist, believes that her witchcraft has aided in her examination on the cultural significance of witchcraft in modern usage.
	It is possible to believe that the worldview of the interviewees, and other members of their generation subsets, became involved in Neo-Paganism and/or witchcraft as a direct response to their upbringing and personal reaction to world events in their lifetime. In fact, all but one of the respondents were raised in a Protestant or Catholic Christian household, to lessening degrees of religiousness but often with a liberal worldview. Most believed that members of their family, particularly mother figures or matrilineal matriarchs, may have had some portion or collection of “witchy” knowledge passed down similarly to a genetic disposition. In fact, one of the participants attested that their own witch identity was a direct result of their mother or grandmother knowing how to heal themselves in the form of herbalism before traditional western medicine. Participant A avowed that there was a strong biological link that science will eventually catch up with and prove, between a kinship for lunar events in conjunction with menstruation and female energy which assisted in their spell work before the menopause lessened the connection.

	Most of my respondents, almost half, live in the western coast of Australia, two live in Northern Ireland, two in the United States and the final respondent lives in the North-west of England. Eight identified themselves as straight and the ninth as bisexual. Although many of the questionnaire participants lived in the country of their birth, several were transplants, for example there was one from The United States and one from Italy, eight indicated that they consider their Ethnicity white of European extraction, and the ninth white Hispanic.

Problems Encountered During My Research:

	When planning my qualitative research, I had initially thought I would be able to interview five participants that were known to me socially. Next, I would then record the responses of between twenty and one hundred strangers through an online questionnaire, that were contactable through Facebook groups, or pages, forums, or Reddit subreddit’s. The largest problem that I encountered within the forum or subreddit groups was that the moderators had policies in place to remove any post that called for academic requests, so I ultimately increased my direct interviewees through my personal social circle and ended with a smaller participant group, although almost double my initial prediction for personal respondents.

	It is hard to know whether the fact that there was only one male participant was because of a gendered bias of witchcraft being a “female domain”, certainly the Neo-Pagans coming out of the counterculture of the 1960s who tied spirituality (and to a lesser extent witchcraft) with women's liberation believed in the sacred feminine.[footnoteRef:7] In my final group demographics, two thirds did not have any children, while four had grandchildren and two of those were actively involved in the caregiving of their grandchildren. The solo man, as a caregiver to his parents may be more inclined or open towards a witch spirituality even though he did not categorically define himself as a witch. [7:  Kathryn Rountree, (1999). THE POLITICS OF THE GODDESS: Feminist Spirituality and the Essentialism Debate. Social Analysis: The International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice, 43(2), 138–165. ] 



Self-identification and Personal Beliefs:
	
	Modern witchcraft must be defined between several different sub sects including a more formalised religion in the form of Wicca, offshoots from a hybrid of Catholicism and African folk religion incorporating hoodoo and voodoo and within people who subscribe that Wiccan is more often a Neo-Pagan earth and spiritual cosmology.

	When I asked my questionnaire participants whether they identified using the word witch, six said that was the term that they chose to describe themselves with, one used the expression “light worker” and two felt that calling themselves a witch did not align with how they identified at all. Out of the six who specifically referred to themselves as witches, two of them stated they were traditional and three others considered themselves to be a mix of both traditional and modern witchcraft, whilst the final self-identifying witch felt that they were neither traditional or modern and that all witches were more or less “armchair physicists”.
Supernatural Deities:

	Regarding the belief in a divine deity or deities varied between the participants, two flat out had no belief in a divine creator, two respondents believed in a sun worshipping spiritual belief with a main god figurehead who was served by lesser deities or archangels, two also believed in a traditional Pagan approach, one participant believed in the Mother Nature led cosmology, one respondent believes that all the gods are real and a have interacted with humans throughout time and the last participant believed in the sole over arcing God in the more traditional sense. Following the train of questioning about supernatural deities I asked each respondent if they believed in “the fae” or other worldly beings. Overwhelmingly the participants had a strong belief in creatures or beings from a different realm who have interacted with us throughout time, although one believed that they are long gone from this realm.

Divination Tools:

	Once again it was the large percentage of participants who believed they had some access to divination through various forms and tools, although one participant believed that fortune telling using objects was pointless and it was just human intuition that is sometimes ignored when it should be listened to. The tools used varied from person to person although two describe using a pendulum as a scrying tool, while other respondents mentioned tea leaves, tarot cards and rune stones. Several interviewees utilised meditation techniques in order to channel or intuit more deeply and one participant, the Italian woman, referenced using the Akashic records. Another stated that they believe in divination tools ‘to a degree. My ability is more from dreams and being clairaudient. I’m also a Reiki Master and whilst doing Reiki I see images and receive names which sometimes mean nothing at the time but do as time pass.’

A Deep Dive into the Cosmology of Interviewee A.:

	The research participant I interviewed face to face in her own home, is a woman in her early sixties who lives in Northern Ireland but was born in England and grew up in the Channel Islands, the United States, specifically Philadelphia, and France. She identifies as a white European and self identifies as a witch, she is quite clear that she believes witchcraft should be predominantly by women and although magic users can be men, she believes that spell craft will work differently with men than a group of women. This is because she believes there is gender influence and if a man is in the lead that they can behave very differently and may make women feel uncomfortable, she believes that witchcraft and specifically witchcraft done by moonlight is linked to women biologically and believed that it was more powerful force before she went through the menopause and “the female divine” is very linked to her personal cosmology.

	When it came to her religious beliefs, she stated that she had been raised as an Anglican and had converted to Catholicism when she got married but now believes in Norse paganism, akin to Asatru. She particularly feels an affinity towards Freya as a magic worker and as a woman. In Norse mythology, Freya was a magic wielder who was drawn across the sky in a chariot pulled by two cats, Bygul and Trjegul. There is evidence that Freya was also linked to weaving and spinning and there are marked similarities between Freya and Frau Holle a Germanic folk nemesis who would lash women who did not spin fast enough at Yule time. The word spinster’s etymology is from spinning or the person who uses the spindle and harks back to the link between textile craft being the domain of women and girls.

	Most of the interviewees believed that people could hold an alignment to the light or the dark and Interviewee A. was no different, she believes that she works in a combination of light and dark while working in the light being a “white witch” who never curses others. However, she stated she has used a binding spell to “wrap up in their own deceit people who would work against her”. She believes some people project energy as a “dark magician” and there are people who are drawn to dark energies and the power that can be gained from it, as “evil hiding in plain sight”.

	When asked if she believes in the collective consciousness Interviewee A. suggests that it is more likely that we pluck out of the ether what is popular, while another person believed in a scientific relationship between collective consciousness over parallel worlds. When it came to asking about fortune telling she stated that although she believed in tools such as tarot cards runestones or tea leaves, it was not as predictive but more a pathway and guide and she specialises in using tarot cards and elder futhark runes. Interviewee A. stated that she believes that ‘anything could be a guide, even a stain in the carpet. You just have to tap into the stream of consciousness’ and Futhark runes help her to conceptualise a reading.

	During the interviews, all the participants were asked if they believe in astrology or numerology, and if they did believe, was it in a predictive astrology or do they believe that someone shows characteristics of their Zodiac or astrological sign whether becomes a self-fulfilling attribute. A higher amount of the participants expressed a belief in astrology rather than numerology, however there were two participants who felt there was an inherent importance to numbers, with one believing strongly in the number eight coming up repeatedly as a positive in their life, and another believing in predictive astrology and the character traits of people associated with their numbers from their numerological charts. Interviewee A. believes in astrology but as a starting point and felt it was better to personalise an astrological reading through a person’s sun sign, moon sign and their rising sign of when and where they were born. She gave an example that England is a very militaristic country that is ruled by Ares, a war-god and alternatively Ireland is ruled by Taurus rising and has a cattle culture including cattle being the main currency in Medieval Ireland. Further she stated that she was not a believer in coincidence and instead felt that she was synchronously attuned to the cosmos. Alternatively, to fate or kismet, she believes that humans see definite patterns well that's from by the Baader Meinhof Phenomenon, psychic awareness or pareidolia.
	
	All the participants in the research project, bar one, believed in a spiritual afterlife and there were many similarities shared between them. Interviewee A. imagines that consciousness is projected into our bodies from the outside and when we die that consciousness is rereleased, with interacting souls coming from the same ancestral line. Her view on reincarnation is that the soul needs to be fully whole to continue in this line, similarly they believe that people can communicate with the dead and ghosts are just spirits or energy. She recounted a time where she had been meditating and described seeing her uncle coming to her and saying goodbye and then finding out that he had died that day. Two of the other respondents believed that the afterlife had a version of the “Summerland’s” where we can reconnect with people and animals that we love. Two more of the group who believe in direct reincarnation, one saw it in a positive light of a continuous circle, while the other described the afterlife as an “endless hell of reincarnation, until transcendence.”

	Out of the nine people, most believed in some sort of supernatural creature, whether it was a fairy or an imp or some other creature, Interviewee A. credits that we aren't the only high functioning creatures in existence there are other dimensions and what may be a fairy to one person might be an alien to another.

	I then proceeded to ask if Interviewee A. believed in the power of the moon stars or other celestial objects, for example had they been affected by the recent eclipse. She replied that she felt very connected by the potency of the moon and that the moon inspires us in the same way it inspires a fox, or a rabbit and you only have to go out into the countryside to see an animal watching the moon or howling at the moon. She believes lunar power is closely associated to the feminine ideal and as stated earlier was more powerful when she was still menstruating before she had gone through menopause. Other respondents mentioned they felt an affinity towards the moon and other celestial objects.

	I asked Interviewee A. whether they belong to a coven, what did that look like to her, and how many were in the coven? She answered that there were five in her coven, and they all lived relatively local to her, that five was an ideal number as anymore can create a power struggle. Her coven low key works with Mother Nature, rescuing animals, and meeting to do small group healings. Her coven members are all female as she believes strongly in the feminine divine working as a group and is not involved with single, witch friends. Interestingly, she did not identify her coven mates as being friends they were acquaintances who share an interest in magic, but she was quite clear to specify that her friendships were separate not that she was rude or standoffish with her coven mates, but they were a part of the coven, and it was almost akin to a professional or working relationship. When asking other participants in the study whether they were a part of the coven, some said that they were, or had been in the past while one said that it was more or less just a group of friends meeting by a campfire but she left because she felt some of the men were predatory which was echoed in the sentiment of Interviewee A. who felt that there was no room for men in the coven because they would manipulate or exert themselves into a position of power.

	When asked whether they believe in the rule of three, karma, positive or negative consequences? Interviewee A. replied that ‘loosely speaking they believed in the law of attraction, if you put out and nasty energy, don't be surprised if it comes back against you.’

Herbalism, Reiki or Psychic Healing Before Western Medicine?

	Most of the in the research project believed that herbalism and traditional western medicine both have their place Interviewee A. anecdotally suggested that our mothers or grandmothers knew how to heal themselves with poultices or minor herbs such as aloe for burns, and society have overdone the use of western medicine to the detriment of this past knowledge. People have gotten lazy and have given the power to heal themselves away, as an example of this she said that manuka honey used to be used for wounds and now the healing properties of manuka honey are being marketed to the populace, whereas a couple of generations ago we would have been able to have that ourselves at hand.


Are their benefits for witches with access to the internet?

	All nine of the questionnaire participants believe that access to the internet has been overall a positive influence on people interested in witchcraft and furthering their knowledge. It is a way to draw on myth and magical information for example about foraging, or being out in nature, alternatively able to put someone onto a ‘Pagan witchy path’. Without the internet, new witches may not be able to access books and information that is readily available online, or able to connect and network with other witches. As one respondent put it, having access to the internet meant they were able to come out of the broom closet and find other people with knowledge to share.’ It eliminated embarrassment that new witches may have felt in person when they were just learning their craft and provides opportunities to meet virtually with other people to share experiences with. They all believed that there can be an inherent danger that an online presence can lead to bad advice, but the rewards outweighed the risk. Most of the surveyed felt that there is the potential for anything that to be used for good or evil, or partial advice resulting in “skipping important steps. However, most of the respondents felt that the Internet and social media had an overall positive effect that brought other magic users together. There may be disparaging advice, or attention seeking individuals who could be looking to increase their power, so in that sense, there were questions about imbalance but one thing that was stressed was that being a witch and self-identify as a witch is no longer taboo and part of that is because of the Internet. 

Professional and Personal Life:

	When discussing how witchcraft has affected their personal and professional life, most of the participants did reveal that they felt it had to some degree whether it was doing Reiki, teaching how to read runes, or offering aromatherapy. Often it was observed that witchcraft was complimentary to more traditional healing, one thing to note though was that all the self-described witches believed that they can be aided using witchcraft whether that was putting up protection magic all managing situations.

	In their personal life, witchcraft was a related benefit, whether by using runes or talismans worked as a guide for the wielder, or how one respondent felt that socially connecting with others made them realise they were not the sole weirdo doing sorcery and were able to manage situations accordingly. They felt that they would have been more isolated if they did not have a personal connection with other witches via the internet. 

	When discussing whether people can be light or dark or evil or good witches most of the respondents agreed that there were people who leant in one direction or the other. Astutely, one of the interviewees observed that they were aware of good and bad representations in all groups of people whether church goers or witches, you can have decent Christians and decent Pagans, simultaneously you can have rotten Christians and rotten Pagans. I was given an example of a meme that was going around recently of Vladimir Putin being a warlock, a dark aligned or “evil” magic user and some of the participants believed that people in high positions of power may have connected with spell craft on the intuitive level at least.

	As an example of spiritual or animal familiars, six of the nine participants felt they had an alignment with familiars, cats were the animal of choice to have an affinity for witches. As one person described it, ‘a dog protects your body, whereas a cat protects your soul’. Alternatively, two other people mentioned they felt hares were also spiritual occult animals. One of the participants mentions that they named their house Moon Hare House, and another referred to hares is in an open field being mesmerised by moonlight.

	Seven of the respondents felt that they were a mixture of traditional and modern witchcraft, a blend of both although none identified specifically as being Wiccan and one said that they were not a fan of dogma or doctrine.

Stones and Crystals:

	Six of the research participants believed they had an attraction with crystals or stones and quite often they were drawn to their birthstone. One example shared was a woman who was born in February who believed that she was drawn to amethysts anyway, not just because it is her birthstone but also because of the purple was a calming colour, and amethysts are traditionally used as a spiritual and psychic gemstone. In contrast, two people were opposed to the idea that crystals held any bearing whatsoever in their lives and the lone man felt he had no direct interest in his birth gemstone but expressed an openness to learn further. This theme of being open to learning was shared between all the participants in the research survey with the youngest planning on returning to study full time in a few months, the others expressed that magic and spell craft form a part of lifelong learning to attune with nature or the supernatural world.

Hiraeth and Place Connection:

	Surprisingly, almost all the respondents felt they had a place which they have a connection to which they could not explain beyond a longing, whether that was psychic awareness or symbiology or as one person likened it to the sense memory of a past life. Only one person in the study felt no connection whatsoever to a place or past life experience, and the other person who felt little connection to any place believed that was because they had not travelled as widely as they would have liked. Of the seven who expressed a strong passion for a place, six of the destinations were in the United Kingdom or Ireland; specifically, two in London two in Cornwall or Devon and two generally in Ireland and Scotland. This aligns with their background ancestry, while the Italian woman felt a strong affinity for Ancient Egypt and believes deeply in a sun rooted, spiritual cosmology. The eldest respondent expressed that they ‘had never been to Devonport in the UK but love Devonport Tasmania and Devonport in New Zealand and felt at home in both places.’
	
	Following on from the idea of place connection or hiraeth I asked the respondents if they believed in past life or reincarnation, this time only six stated they believed in reincarnation. Out of those six, they all cited some experience with a past life memory, with one woman who has trained and worked as a past life regressionist, and another stating her, and her brother had shared previous past lives. Quite a few of the respondents’ felt reincarnation was linked to dream memories and the eldest interviewee said that her dreams sometimes seem so real and had dreamt over castle a few days before they came to Ireland and when she flew into Belfast they flew over the castle, and she felt or knew that she had lived there in the past life.

Conclusion:

	To summarise, it has been shown that the self-identifying modern witches interviewed are able to access more resources either through personal connections or through online connections. Although, many of their belief systems and cosmologies varies, amongst the core group there was a commonality of threads that appeared again and again; from animal familiars, specifically cats and rabbits, to celestial and divine links to spell craft and magic. In summary I do feel that my research participants believed wholeheartedly in their cosmologies, and I felt I managed to keep my personal biases out of my questionnaire or interviews even when they aligned with my participants experiences.
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