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Living Ancestors and Talking Trees: Indigenous Religions Today
A critical assessment of paganism in relation to indigenous revival.

Paganism was defined by Christians in an effort to control and belittle indigenous religions. So naturally, the history of Paganism closely reflects the narrative of Christian popularity throughout Europe. While the foundations of what would become known as Paganism has existed for centuries before Early Christians coined the term, it was only through direct opposition and competition with newer mainstream religions, that the union and development of multiple indigenous religions would occur. The beauty of Paganism is that for all its complexities, its timeline can be perceived in relation to Christianity quite easily. This essay aims to transition through three generations of Paganism: Christian Portrayal, Indigenous Reclamation and Neopaganism and its complexities. Each of these periods have distinct characteristics and help create the larger picture that is today’s perception of Paganism. This religion is, at its heart, a revival of ancient beliefs and traditions; thus, suggesting why there is some conflict regarding the use of the phrase ‘neopaganism’ and the introduction of contemporary liberal concepts into Pagan practices. Regardless, communities of pagan denominations are proud of their faith and how its survived oppression, dictatorship and denial. Notably, the pagan populations of Lithuania, Germany, UK and Sweden will be referred to as they have rich pre-Christian beliefs and have demonstrated active effort to reclaim their past.

Paganism is, by etymology, a ‘non-Christian religion’ (Merriam-Webster). However, at the time that it was first used and developed, could mean anyone worshipping multiple deities, rural dwellers or populations with individual beliefs and traditions. Nowadays, there is the distinctive presence of nature in the worship and practice. The religion has developed to be that of many denominations: some of which include polytheistic worship, others revere nature, and some are influenced by monotheism but with an independence outside of mainstream religious practice (Bonewits, 1979). Contemporary Paganism is often described as ‘the restoration of indigenous religion’ with particular influence from the beliefs of ancient Europe (BBC, 2002). Paganism could be best described as an umbrella term as it encapsulates various religious practices and they can differ quite drastically from each other – perhaps imagine paganism as a metaphorical shelter for indigenous religions threatened by mainstream Christianity to be protected and to grow until they could come out into a new, more inclusive religious landscape. Paganism, continuing the idea of a shelter, has incorporated several contemporary liberal concepts into its evolution. While this are a conflicted topic of discussion, it continues to demonstrate the complexity and broadness of paganism. It is very difficult to define as the religion captures a multitude of faiths, traditions and beliefs. It can be said that even from the earliest use of the term, paganism has represented a melting pot of cultures. What is seen as convenient to Christians, has become one of Paganisms strongest characteristics.

The Early Christians of the 4th century created the term ‘paganism’ to distinguish between their new mainstream religion and what they believe should be perceived as old religions that should be forgotten. However, it may surprise you to find out that Christians only formed 16-17% of the empire’s population. Whilst they had the numerical disadvantage, they did have an efficient enough power base to begin persecuting pagans (Stark, 2020). In 313, Christianity was legalised and Constantine, the Emperor of the time, refused to support pagan beliefs and practices – often times speaking out against them and threatening them through law (Brown, 2003). Despite this, for his 31 years of rule, he never outlawed paganism or adopted a policy of forced conversion (Leithart, 2010). Despite his allowance of paganism, from his reign onwards, Christianity was always portrayed as fully triumphant over paganism. By Theodosius’ reign (between 379 and 395) Christianity had been named the official religion of the empire which came with numerous consequences to pagan practitioners. Bans on their practices, such as sacrifice and divination, were enforced as well as their holidays being turned into workdays, just to reference a few.
Through this period of erasure and exclusion, ‘pagan’ became to be a derogatory term in addition to a collective for ‘other’ groups (Davies, 2011). It’s evident that the implications of this is still felt today as school children throw about the term to insult in each other in the playground. It became recognised among the Roman Empire that those from pagan and other ‘ethnic’ religions were viewed as worshipping ‘false gods’ and that their practices were less valid than those of Christians. Nowadays we recognise this as an example of ethnocentrism as Christians were judging pre-Christian faiths by their own standards. Furthermore, Christians began to equate Paganism as those who were materialistic, self-indulgent, unconcerned and uninterested in the future (Davies, 2011). David Petts phrased this theory very well: ‘local religions are defined in opposition to privileged ‘world religions’; they become everything that worlds religions are not, rather than being explored in their own right.’ (Petts, 2011). The concept of ‘paganism’ only exists because the world religion that is Christianity, needed to box in the excess minority religions around them to become a mainstream influence. The line ‘they become everything that world religions are not’ is an interesting phrase as it can be seen from a pro-Christian or pro-Pagan perspective. In the common derogatory sense, this could be perceived as indigenous religions acting out against the power that mainstream religions have in order to be viewed with importance also. Or, it could be read as indigenous religions being painted as the opposite to a mainstream religion – savage rather than civilised, ancient rather than modern, wrong rather than right. Through the opposition its facing, because of the defence its needing, it is only ever viewed from a position of comparison instead of as its own independent faith. Even after the beginning of the reclamation of paganism in the 1800s, there was always an element of comparison as the grouping was literally made to come together and survive against the predominant force of Christianity.

Nevertheless, the religions that constituted paganism were revived. Christendom, referring to the Christian world acting as a political state founded in the beliefs and ideas of Christianity, was renamed ‘Europe’ (BBC, 2002). This is likely due to an interest and awareness in other cultures and spiritualities grew throughout the 1700s because of trade and colonies.
Furthermore, in the 19th century there was a renewed interest in pagan mythology. These myths were rediscovered and turned into fairy tales; one of the most notable authors in this field were the Brothers Grimm. The idea was that the mythology turned stories would reflect the country they hailed from. Scholarship about the brothers has shown that their historical reconstruction of paganism, led to the rediscovery of mythology and became a crucial part of Germany’s understanding of its history (Roots, 2020).
Contemporary Paganism is often recognised as the restoration of indigenous religions, particularly those from Europe. There are countless examples of how people, one given freedom of religion, chose to connect and revive traditions of the past. An imperative distinction to make however, as mentioned by Jefferson Calico is that the revival of paganism is in no way ‘historical re-enacting’ (Roos, 2020). By the 19th century, people had begun to have a more sophisticated analysis of religion – they studied and explored various faiths in order to identify the fundamental principles. This search took them through space and time. Russian author, Madame Helena Blavatsky, was the creator of the Theosophical Society in 1875. Its teachings had taken inspiration from Hinduism, Tibetan Buddhism, Neo-Platonic thought, and ancient Egyptian religion. The wider diversification and acceptance of religions meant that pagan philosophies, which revered nature and were polytheistic, were began to be seen as sophisticated contributions to contemporary spirituality, certainly not the derogatory otherness it used to conjure (BBC, 2002).
This train of thought was catching and was popping up all over Europe. In the North, there was growing interest in Norse and Saxon traditions. Research was initially made from a historical place of interest but developed further into a spiritual one also. Norse paganism survived underground, despite the influence of Christianity. Mythology was told orally for two centuries until they could be recorded in the 13th century (Abram, 2011). Norse deities continue to appear in Swedish folklore until the early 20th century. There are also multiple documents of people encountering Odin and Thor, and the belief in Freja’s fertility powers (Schon, 2004).
In England, Cecil Sharp collected village dances and songs. Sharp is praised for his preservation, some of his work is still used today. Schools and towns all across the country will have Morris Dancing at seasonal festivities. However, Sharp’s work has had doubt cast over it as his sexist and racist attitudes influenced his collections. It should be noted that he refused to collect folk music from people of colour and downplayed the role of female creators in the history of folk music.
German scholars became attracted to more nature-revering religion as they saw it present in their traditional folk custom. In addition in the early 1900s, the study of runes was pioneered – now a common and popular practice among spiritualities. So much for divination practices being banned by Early Christians. Guido Von List is a fascinating example of resurrecting paganism. Raised Roman Catholic he abandoned his faith to worship the pre-Christian god Wotan. His beliefs grew to incorporate runology during a spell of blindness that lasted 11 months. The popularity of his work among nationalist communities climaxed in the 1908 List Society being born, in his name (Rudgley, 2006).
Lithuania has one of the proudest cases of pagan revival as they reclaimed indigenous languages, recorded tradition tales and celebrated old festivals. To them, it was a reassertion of local identity and tradition (BBC, 2002). Romuva (a contemporary branch of paganism stemming from Baltic pagan traditions) is polytheistic and focusses specifically on nature and ancestor worship. Lithuanians have a very intimate connection between their faith and their country’s history as the Roman Catholic Church began crusades against Baltic pagans in 1199. Notably, Lithuanians were the last settle people in Europe to practice a European ethnic religion – and unofficially, they never stopped (Dundzila, 2007). Unfortunately, Christianity was not the only oppression that the Lithuanians would experience, Soviet occupation in 1940 led to another suppression of national identity. After so much, Romuva is now a recognised traditional religion and is only growing among modern Lithuanians.

The revival of paganism over the last 300 years has resulted in many denominations and branches of practice. One of which can be defined using the term ‘neopaganism’. While contemporary paganism is the restoration of indigenous religion, neopaganism is known for reconstructing religions. Avenues of neopaganism include Wicca, Neo-Druidism, and Slavic Native Faith. The easiest academic distinction between the two is that neopaganism is ‘blended with modern humanistic, pluralist and inclusionary ideals’ (Bonewitts, 1979).
For example, in the 1960s and 1970s, a period of radical social change, paganism was reimagined and the incorporation of other traditions led to greater interest in Eastern religions and philosophies (BBC, 2002). Paganism found powerful support through ecological and feminist movements as the pagan philosophies of revering nature and goddess Mother Nature attracted those that also saw nature as sacred and powerful in the image of a female. Furthermore, imagery of the witch became a role-model for feminists as it represents independence, power, dignity and strength. From personal experience, the connection between feminism and solitary witchcraft is quite intrinsic – once you realise that you hold power despite all the outside forces saying otherwise, you begin to introspectively test your own limits. Harness your energy, harness your power and witness what you can do without one hand tied behind your back.
Similarly, the rise in people identifying as witches and practicing the craft is another example of reclamation as women were once persecuted for being ‘witches’. This accusation was also very sexist as menopausal women were more likely to be associated as witches because tempers and demons are trapped inside their body. This was apparently avoided through menstruation for young women (Spajie, 2020). The evidence is mounting up as to why women and eco-activists would encourage the ideals and beliefs of paganism through its second wave of revival.
This extract from Ana-Marija Spajie’s thesis on women empowerment in neopaganism demonstrates the foundational issue with many mainstream world religions: ‘As I grew up, I came to realize that religion is often male-dominated; the holy texts tell predominantly the stories of men; the prophets are male, the Judeo-Christian God is often depicted as male. Even those who had the privilege to interpret the texts, through centuries, were predominantly male. Women often have a secondary place in religious institutions’ (Spajie, 2020). Even from this short extract, it is evident how inspirational paganism can be to groups that are so often repressed by the ‘way of the world’ and mainstream ideas that don’t equally represent everyone. The repetition of ‘male’ and the juxtaposition of a solitary ‘women’ really emphasises the tone that the author has when regarding sexism in religion. One of neopaganism’s core beliefs in that there are deities of all genders (not just sexes – important distinction) (Bonewits, 1979). Of course, the inclusivity of this faith is going to attract and support movements from underrepresented minority groups.
The primary appeal of paganism – in which ever form it is chosen to be practiced – is that it has become a melting pot of indigenous traditions and beliefs. It mixes old with new, past and present, nature and deities. Everyone’s experience with paganism will be different and it will be an incredibly intimate journey. It is a beautiful thing to see groups reconnecting with their ancestors and origins after the church and state became inseparable, after we socialised and restricted ourselves. Paganism is still a growing practice and thankfully there is the opportunity to represent that in data. Take Lithuania: their 2001 census declared there was approximately 1,200 people identifying as Romuva. That leaped to 5,100 by 2011 (Naylor, 2019)! Similarly, in the UK, the 2011 census demonstrated that the pagan identifying population was at least 68,386. While the 2021 data is currently unavailable, it would not be unimaginable to guess that these numbers have grown again (Office for National Statistics).
Some pagans dislike the prefix neo- as it seems to them to disregard the ancient and indigenous natures of their practice. Despite this paganism is often referred to as the ‘oldest, newest religion’ due to its growth and longevity (Roos, 2020). While contemporary times have adjusted the way we partake and study paganism, the basic foundational impression remains. As Calico says, Pagans look to a time before Christianity for ‘inspiration for what they're trying to recover, find again or create anew’ (Roos, 2020). The entire religion is based on connection so by keeping that essence in mind, paganism can survive any development. Contemporary Pagans not only connect to the past but have a forward thinking view also – how can the world become more diverse and inclusive? How can we create a future that will not repeat the past? Furthermore, Calico goes onto state that a purpose of contemporary is ‘connect[ing] us to the cosmos and each other’ (Roos, 2020). It is an engaging thought as it addresses one of the purposes of religion, indigenous or world. Religion is about contextualising the world around us, how to look after it and each other. Every religion will have their holy and sacred forms but regardless of the shape, size, consciousness of it their purpose is to guide and aid humans through the world. This could be connecting to nature and respecting that land you harvest from or following God’s will to have the best quality of life possible. A particular example to look on is in Norse mythology, they are polytheistic and portray there as being nine realms out there. Humans might be sceptical, but we cannot rule out the possibility that we are not alone. There had to be reasonable foundation for these stories to be told and to have persevered, maybe connecting to the cosmos is a higher calling. Religion is all about understanding and faith, it should not be limited and lorded over one another.

Overall, Jones and Matthews summarise well: ‘Paganism has re-emerged with Western twentieth-century society for a good reason, for though it draws upon the past, it is designed for living in the present. Its reappearance at this time is a spiritual corrective to what many see as the head-long hurtle towards planetary destruction’ (Jones, Matthews, 1990). The world has gotten complicated, the lesson should be learnt that advancement for advancement’s sake is not worth it. This is one of the key distinctions that academics make between paganism and neopaganism – paganism draws upon the past and stays there, neopaganism draws upon the past and is designed for the present. People can quibble the prefix all day long however it is just a label. Mostly everyone would agree that it is the action that defines something, not words. Paganism is the revival of indigenous religions that were suppressed and moulded before bursting free and impassioning a new era of religious identity with styles that boil down to the key principles of religion. Religion is man-made and man-run, does not mean it should be man-powered.


To conclude, awareness, education and practice of indigenous religions is crucial for the development of the future world. No longer can one religion, one ruler, one country, take precedence over the rest. Regardless of anyone’s religious identity is, we should be grateful and appreciate that we have the means to rediscover our history and, for others, to feel such a connection to it that they bring it into the present. Paganism may have been defined by Early Christians, it may have risen in popularity alongside the decline in Christianity, but it is very much its own and has earnt independent accreditation. Paganism means so many different things, to so many different people – there will never be a way to box it up with a pretty bow on top and that is exactly the point. We live in a world with a flexible, intimate, multifaceted belief system that reveres deities and elements of all power, but most importantly, knows the meaning of respect and perseverance. Paganism is only one of countless indigenous religions that have been resurrected into modern life, but it is a great representative of what religion should mean to us today. 
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