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ABSTRACT

For the past 30 years, a feminist spirituality movement has been developing in
North America. Variously called Goddess Worship, Goddess spirituality, or
Women'’s spirituality, it derives in part from Neo-paganism and Contemporary
Witchcraft, on the one side, and feminist liberation theology on the other.
Continuing the questioning begun by Simone de Beauvoir on female self and
other, on gender and its construction, and on the merits of a morality of
indeterminacy, this ethnography of a community of like minded women who
participate together in devotional circles to the Goddess in and around Ottawa,
Ontario, Canada focuses on the ritual, textual and iconological means by which
these women come to an embodied relationship with the divine apprehended
as female. By deconstructing the actions, the words, and the images of the
human body, as the locus of contact with the divine, and the divine body as the
central cosmological metaphor of this spirituality produced and used by these
women, the ritual and ethical discourses on identity, power and agency built
around them are made evident. Compared and contrasted, they then are
studied as charters for the construction of the self and community.
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PRELUDE:

In Ottawa, Canada, at the October 1989 full moon, I attended my first women’s
circle. This is a description of what I remember of that first encounter with the
Goddess. Though I no longer remember the actual words spoken or the original
intent of this first circle, I later learned that much of it followed a standard
format with formulaic phrases and standard responses (1). The 1990 text of the
Candle Mandala ritual (Appendix One, text 1) was written by me as part of my
training with this group and was identified by my teacher and the group’s ritual
leader (Michelle Hrynyk) as a good example of a standard ritual. By comparing
this description to that ritual text, some idea of the normal staging of a WCC (2)

Women'’s Full Moon Circle ritual can be envisaged.

I had visited the Occult Shop on Bank Street a few weeks earlier and had picked
up a modest flyer of Ottawa Pagan/Wiccan (3) events that the store had on
hand. In it was described a Women'’s Full Moon Circle which could be attended
by first meeting with someone from the circle. A phone number was given but
no names were available. I was intrigued and decided that I might want to
attend and find out more about it. I called the number several times but was
not able to reach anyone. Finally, in mid October, I reached the manager of the
Occult Shop (Dobhran Cowie) who invited me to come down and meet the

leader of the group (Michelle Hrynyk) before the start of the next circle.
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On the night of the full moon, I arrived at the store around 6:30PM to meet
another young woman who was there for the first time as well as Michelle
Hrynyk and Mary Slade (4), two women who were part of the circle. We went
to the back part of the store where there was a couch and we proceeded to
what was essentially an interview to determine if we (the two new women)
would be allowed to participate in that evening’s circle. We were asked what we
knew of witches and why we thought we were one. I was startled and put off
by the questions, no mention of witches had been made in the flyer. I had
assumed that the *“Women’s Circle” was open to casual participation, I had also
assumed that the circle was in the format of a women’s consciousness raising
group. This sounded a lot more like some kind of secret ritual group and I was
not certain about staying. But my curiosity got the better of me. I answered
that I had been accused of being a witch (which was true) and that I didn’t
understand why since I was not involved in magic or spell casting (which was
also true). I elaborated that I was curious about the circle and that if it offered
an opportunity to learn more about ‘witches’, well I was open to the possibility.
I must have answered well enough as I was allowed to stay. As was the other

young woman.

She and I were invited to stay upstairs until the circle was ready. That’s when

we learned that the circle would be held in the basement of the store. As the
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other women arrived, about eight in all, they descended the stairs to the

basement with hardly a glance in our direction.

At about 8 PM, we were instructed to descend the stairs, take off our shoes,
and join the other women for the circle. We were told to follow along and that

our questions would be answered at the end.

At the bottom of the stairs there was a small alcove to the right (5). That's
where the other women waited before entering the room proper through a
curtain of black material. The other women had changed out of their street
clothes, taking off their shoes and socks, and had dressed in long loose robes
with braided belts around their waists. Their hair was unbound and they were
wearing jewellery: long necklaces of amber, semi-precious stones, silver cuff
bracelets, rings and various ‘art nouveau’ style pendants of pretty women. They
looked a bit like monks with jewellery (see Appendix Seven - Dress and
Adornment). They seemed serious and self-possessed. All seemed to be in their
late 20's to early 40's. Two were Francophones, the others were Anglophones.

All were white.

While still in this alcove, one of the women informed the others that it was now

time to ‘ground’ (6). She then proceeded to instruct the other women to relax,
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breathe deeply and imagine a series of images that she described. Once this

was done, the women lined up ready to enter the main room.

The room was in darkness and seemed empty except for a small rectangular
table which was set up in the North East corner (7). It was draped with a black
cloth and candles were lit on it. Other objects were not at first visible in the
gloom. An odour of incense was discernable. I later noticed that the walls were
of dark wood panelling and the floor was covered in a dark grey indoor/ outdoor

carpeting.

Two women stood at the entrance of the room, one on each side of the
entrance. As each of the other women entered, she was greeted and one
woman dabbed some scented oil on her forehead. The other woman kissed her
on the cheek and then directed her to enter and stand around the periphery of
an imaginary circle that occupied the centre of the room. Each woman was

greeted in turn and took her place around the circle.

When the last woman had entered, the two greeting women came to complete
the circle, staying in the NE quadrant. We all held hands, facing the centre of
the room. A chant (8) was started and continued as one of the officiating

women, the High Priestess, (HPS) took a knife off the table. She held it in both
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hands in a horizontal position diagonally away from her body towards the left
with the blade pointing down towards the walls. She walked in a clockwise (9)
direction around the outside of the circle of women starting at the table and
ending at the table. As she replaced the knife on the table she said: “The circle
is cast, so mote it be”. All of the women answered: “So mote it be” (10). She
then took her place in the circle, standing where the other officiating woman

had been standing. This other woman was her helper, the handmaiden (HM).

The HM then took a long handled, hand made broom (11), which had been
standing propped up along the left edge of the table, and swept the outside of
the circle, again circumambulating in a clockwise direction. She swept from the
edge of the circle out to the walls, as if ridding the space of ‘dirt’. The other

women continued chanting with hands linked while this was done.

Once arrived back at the table, and after placing the broom horizontally on the
floor in front of the table, the HM then took the dish in which incense was
burning off the table and again, walking around the outside of the circle, went
to the east quadrant and handed the incense to the woman who was standing
there. The HM then took the other woman’s place in the circle and held hands
with the women on either side of her. The woman in the East position then

started to declaim a set of phrases which would be repeated by each of the next



6

three women (four in all) only changing some words to match the directions
and the objects they were carrying. As she declaimed these words, she also
circumambulated the room, on the outside of the circle of women, stopping at
each cardinal point and lifting the incense dish up to the ceiling then lowering
it and continuing to the next cardinal point. When she reached her original
place, the HM took the incense dish from her and, completing a last
circumambulation back to the table, the HM replaced the incense dish and
picked up a small red candle. She then continued around the circle until she
reached the woman standing in the South. Again the HM took the woman’s
place and the “"South woman” walked to all four cardinal points and back to her
spot, repeating the same actions and phrases (with appropriate modifications)
as the “"East woman”. The same actions were repeated for the shell filled with

water (West) and the dish filled with salt (North) (12).

Once all four elements (air, fire, water, earth) had been used to ‘purify’ the
space we were in, the HPS then addressed the women asking them to face the
East. Each woman pivoted on her own axis in a clockwise direction to thus face
East. Each stood with feet slightly apart. Each brought her fingertips to her lips
then opened up her arms horizontally at shoulder height, hands open and facing
front (13), head forward and eyes open. Each kept this position while the HPS

spoke and then at the end of the text, each folded her arms over her chest,
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right hand over left, took a slight step back with the left foot and inclined her

torso forward in a shallow bow. Each then let her hands fall to her side as she
now pivoted to face South. The same actions were repeated for South, West

and North (14) in that order.

During this time, the HPS had taken the knife from the table and holding it in
both hands in front of her chest, she had circumambulated the outside of the
circle of women to the East where she stood with feet slightly apart. Bringing
both hands up to her lips, she kissed the knife blade and then extended her left
hand down with fingers pointing to the floor and her right hand up holding the
knife as an extension of her right hand’s two first fingers (15). With the knife
thus extended, she drew the outline of a complex figure in the air against the
side wall, slightly above her head. This figure appeared to be a five pointed
star. When finished, she brought her left hand up to clasp her right, lowered
both to chest level, took a small step back with her left foot and flexed her
torso forward in a shallow bow. She then proceeded to the South, still holding
the knife in both hands at chest level. She repeated the same sequence of
movements at the South, West, and North positions. The words she spoke as
she was making these movements, I later came to know as “Quarter Calls”
when the Guardians of the Watchtowers of the various directions were called

to participate in the circle.
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Once finished, she proceeded to the North East margin of the circle of women,
(who were holding hands again), and, holding the knife in both hands above her
head, she said: “The circle is cast, so mote it be.” The women answered: “So
mote it be.” At this point, the HPS told us what the ‘intent’ of the ritual was to
be. The HPS then pivoted on her axis clockwise to face the table where she

proceeded to deposit the knife.

She then stood facing the table, legs apart, arms extended at shoulder level or
slightly higher with hands open and facing front and she said to the other
women: “Let us address the Goddess” (16). The women then pivoted clockwise
to stand facing the table. They also had feet slightly apart and arms raised to
shoulder height with hands open and facing front. The HPS then proceeded to
declaim a text inviting the Goddess to be present at the circle. She ended by
saying: “Be welcome and Blessed be”. The other women responded: “Blessed
Be”. While this was happening, the HM did whatever seemed necessary for the
HPS to be able to move and speak without hesitation. The HM would move the
small white candle that was used to read by, she carried the book in which the
text of the ritual was written and held it where the HPS wanted it to be so that
she could read from it easily. All during the ritual, the HM assisted the HPS as

altar boys assist the officiating priest of a Catholic ritual.
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After the HPS had called the Goddess, she then proceeded to pick up the cup

of liquid which was on the table and raise it above her head. She then
declaimed a text which invited the Goddess to transform the liquid into a fitting
drink for the women assembled. She finished with the formula: “So mote it be”.
She then turned clockwise to the HM and offered her the cup saying: “Blessed
be”. She also kissed the woman receiving the cup. The HM then took the cup,
sipped from it and the:n handed it to the woman to her left with the same
blessing and kiss (the women having formed a circle again). The cup thus
proceeded around the circle clockwise with each woman receiving the cup and
the blessing, sipping from it, and handing it over to the next woman with the
same blessing and kiss (17). When the cup returned to the HPS, she took it
back to the altar, raised it in both hands facing the altar, poured some of the
liquid into a bowl on the altar saying: “To the Gods” (18). The other women
responded: “To the Gods”. Then the HPS raised the cup to her lips, drained it,
raised it a last time and said: “Blessed Be”. She then placed the cup back on

the table and turned to face the other women.

At this point the women were invited to sit on the floor, to close their eyes,
breath deeply, and get comfortable. A ‘visualization’, a sort of scripted group
meditation was then read by the HPS who also was sitting on the floor. This text

lasted approximately 20 minutes and ended with a series of images that
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reproduced, but in reverse order, the sequence of images of the beginning of
the text. As well, the women were invited to feel the weight and solidness of
their bodies, to feel the floor beneath them, to pay attention to the room they
were in and finally, to open their eyes and to stretch. The women were then
invited to comment on their experience of the visualization. Each woman in turn
spoke without interruption, offering a description or a comment on the process.
Sometimes, she would add to or contrast the descriptions and comments
already given. What I noticed was the lack of disagreement, correction, ‘one up
man ship’ or any other verbal power play. This was more like making a scrap
quilt, every scrap added without censure, trusting to the cumulative effect. I
also noticed that the women responded slowly, quietly and respecting the
moments of silence that ensued. This was not conversation but a kind of

witnessing (19).

When the comments had proceeded around the circle a couple of times, the
HPS invited the women to “feast”. Food was brought in from the alcove beside
the stairs. A dark cloth was put on the floor, then the food was laid out on it.
The cup was retrieved from the table and more liquid (white wine) was put into
it. This seemed to signal a social time when rules of behaviour were relaxed. No
formal sequence of events seemed apparent and only the continuously

circulating cup echoed the preceding ritual. Women shared information about
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their lives over the past month (since the last circle), commented on each
other’s information, joked, broke off into private conversations, laughed, etc.
It was like a pick-nick. Once most of the food (20) was eaten and the
conversation had run down, the HPS invited the women to ‘clear the food away’
so that the ritual could resume. The left-over food was re-packed, dirty dishes
stacked and every thing returned to the alcove. The women then stood again
in a circle and this time the HPS and the women turned, walked or pivoted in

a counterclockwise direction until the end of the ritual.

The first sequence of actions was to thank the Goddess for her presence (21).
This was done facing the table with the HPS directly in front of it and the other
women behind her still in circle relative to each other but also facing the table.
The same sequence of standing, arms up and out, crossing them over the chest
while flexing the torso in a shallow bow was repeated. Then came the
proceeding to each direction (North, West, South, East) by the HPS and the
shifting of position of the other women to face the direction in question. Again
the HPS declaimed a text with took up the same images as the greetings but
was now a thanking for each element’s presence and participation to the circle
(22). Finally, as the women held hands again facing the centre of the circle, the
HPS took the red candle off the table, held it with both hands in front of her at

waist level, and proceeded to walk the outside boundary of the circle in a
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counterclockwise direction. Once she arrived at the NE position of the circle, she
unlinked the hands of the two women there, stood in between them facing the
centre of the circle, held the candle in front of her with her left hand,
extinguished the flame with the moistened fingers of her right hand and said:
“What was started in truth has ended in beauty. This rite is ended, so mote it
be.” At this point she stamped her right foot, the other women said “So mote

it be”, she replaced the candle onto the table, rejoined the circle for a group

hug and a final song:

The circle is open but unbroken

May the love of the Goddess

Be ever in your hearts

Merry meet, and merry part

And merry meet again (23)
This was repeated three times holding hands, swinging arms, and letting go of
hands at end of the last phrase. The lights were then turned back on and the
women proceeded to socialize while they cleaned up the space, put objects
used during the ritual away after cleaning them, dressed in street cloths and
generally got ready to leave. Plans were also made for the next ritual in a

month’s time and the other new woman and I were invited to come back if we

wanted to.

When leaving the store, I decided to walk home (up Bank Street to Laurier
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Avenue, over the Laurier bridge east to Sandy Hill, an hour’s walk) rather than
take the bus or accept a car ride. I wanted to think about what had happened.
I was not allowed to do so right away, since the other new woman also wanted
to walk home and she lived several blocks north on Bank Street. I agreed to
walk with her as it was late and this would be safer. She was very ‘high’ and
‘hyper’, talking very fast about how wonderful the ritual had been and how she
was going to definitely come back (she never did). I was very quiet and a little
overwhelmed by her exuberance and I was relieved when she finally reached
home. Once I was on my own, I slowed down and proceeded at a more
leisurely pace. I had a lot to think about. In a surprising way, I was also very
‘high’ but definitely less *hyper’. I felt like my whole body was humming, as it
had after a whole evening of choir practice of Gregorian chant. I felt very
present and yet the boundaries of my body seemed expanded. I could hear the
traffic and city sounds around me but they were muted. I was much more
aware of my thoughts and the remembered phrases of the ritual. I felt
apprehension. I feared that this was “too good to be true” yet I hoped it was
real. In a strange way, this experience was very similar to the kind of ecstasy
I had experienced in chapel with the cloistered nuns when I had boarded in a
convent (24) during Grade Seven: the same kind of quiet, private joy and
absolute sense of grace. I really wondered if this was fantasy or reality. When

I reached the Laurier Street bridge over the Rideau Canal, I stopped and looked
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up at the full moon shining over the water. The last time I remembered this
scene, I was a teenager and contemplating how to leave my parents’ house.
This was such a different experience from then. I found myself near tears as I
spoke to the Moon as I had once spoken so often to Mary. She was so beautiful
and I felt bathed in Her light. Nothing wrong could ever come from being in Her
sight. I stayed standing there for a long time looking up at the Moon, then I

continued on my way home.

When I got home, close to midnight, my partner and our housemates where
waiting up for me. They were curious and wanted me to tell them all about my
experience. I couldn’t. I had no words to describe anything. And I found their
curiosity somewhat obscene. I wanted to be left alone and quiet until I could
figure out what was happening to me. I knew I had changed, that something
extraordinary had occurred and that it was permanent. I had found god again.
Not the God of my childhood, but god nevertheless. The divine was present

again in my life.

I could barely manage to tell my partner that I was ‘fine’ and not to worry, that
I would tell him all about it as soon as I could, that I just wanted to go to bed

now. The others, I basically ignored.
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It took me three days before I could talk and interact with others again. I felt
a little like Paul of Tarsus, ‘lightning struck’. I was worried that maybe my
partner was right in being worried that I had somehow ‘entered a cult’. In spite

of my fears, I knew I would be back. I had found home (25).

I still struggle to understand what happened that night and to find the words
to communicate it to others. To understand what happens to women who
search out the Goddess and find her, I have attended many circles, interacted
with several women'’s spirituality groups, and participated in large and small
conferences on the theme of contemporary women'’s spirituality. I have trained
with women who knew more than me, I have sought and received initiation and
I have, at times, agreed to lead ritual for others. My original curiosity has
become the impetus for twelve years of fieldwork as a participant-observer. I
still have questions on the process and the consequences of contemporary
Goddess Worship. Certainly, this religious movement is still evolving and
spreading in North America. The questions and concerns it addresses, women'’s
questions and concerns relative to their relationship to divinity and its ministry,
are still to be resolved or even addressed within the hegemonic religious fabric
of North American culture. This religious quest towards female religious agency,
both human and divine, is still generating insights and motivating social action.

It is also, and more immediately, changing the way these women live, in and
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through their bodies. This thesis is a ‘compte-rendu’ of my present
understandings of how and why these women seek the Goddess and what
consequences for them there is that this Goddess incarnates through them,

through the Sisterhood of the Goddess.
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INTRODUCTION: THEORETICAL QUESTIONS

I - WHO IS THE OTHER WHEN WOMEN STUDY WOMEN (1)?
When I look in @ mirror, who do I see
When I look into your eyes, who looks back at me
When I see you before me, do you see me
Are you my other, can we both be
My self, my other, my me.
Questions of Other and Self, Identity and Difference have occupied the centre
of feminist debates for almost 50 years. In THE SECOND SEX (1953), Simone
de Beauvoir postulated that the oppression of Woman was predicated on her
absolute Otherness relative to Man (2). This concept of the Other, which de
Beauvoir understood as a fundamental category of thought, permitted man to
define Woman as the Other, the unessential, inferior to Man, while he defined
himself as the One, the Subject, the being capable of transcendence - of free,
independent, and creative activity - to thus being fully human. This, a woman
by her very nature could never be. Furthermore, woman, by accepting her
Otherness, her Objectification relative to the male subject which defined her,
colluded in her own oppression and in her further distancing as the eternal
outsider to the conceptual systems of meaning and power. Only by rejecting her

Otherness with all of its cultural entailments and significations, would she have

access to equality. Thus, she too would achieve transcendence.

But transcendence of self has not been the only postulated goal for women.
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Another argument, based on embracing the feminine as Other has also been
made. If patriarchy’s greatest triumph has been to estrange women from their
individual bodies (their biology, sexuality, aesthetics) (Irigaray 1974;
Goldenberg 1987) while locking them into a group biological determinism (the
sexual, birthing devalued Other) then embracing the body as the ground of
being, the source of all knowledge and experience about the self and the world
(Bono & Kemp 1991; Budapest 1979; Goldenberg 1987; Irigaray 1974;
Kristeva 1980; Rich 1976) could provide women with a source of female power
inaccessible to men, thus providing women with special ways of conceiving of
and knowing the world (Griffin 1978; Tomm 1995). By celebrating this
embodiment of self as female, the Other would open up for women new

possibilities of being. This time through the achievement of immanence (3).

But achieving transcendence orimmanence ... both of these formulations suffer
from the same flaws, they universalize gendered experience and they locate it
within a male defined paradigm of absolute dyads. This is safe. The Other can

remain other, embodied in woman - the not man.

But what if, to quote from Mary Daly’s WICHEDARY (1987), this otherness were
to be “outside the parameters of patriarchal predictability”? Could this

otherness exist? What would it look like? How could it be lived?
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Once asked, these questions demand answers and as soon as Western feminist
researchers stopped assuming that gendered experience was universally the
same for all women, everywhere, everywhen, they began to notice the range
and specificities of women'’s experiences, roles, and positions in other societies
and in their own (4). Finally, theory became grounded in women’s experience,
and knowledge became something to be tested and validated through
consensual intersubjectivity derived from shared experience. Women could then
become others to each other and in seeing and acknowledging their differences,
they could know each other as irreducible selves and yet mutually recognizable.
They could come into Be-ing (Daly 1978) in the presence of each other. As
Elisabeth Lacelle (1994:256) has said: “lI'acte de connaissance est une co-
naissance dans la relation avec l'autre”, the act of knowing is a joint-birthing
within the relation with the other. This is not so very far from the women’s
spirituality axiom that states that we are all women giving birth to ourselves.
Spirit of the wind, carry me.
Spirit of the wind, carry me home.

Spirit of the wind, carry me home to myself.

Spirit of the earth, help me with my birth.
Spirit of the land, hold me in your hand.

Spirit of the storm, help me be reborn
Spirit of the rain, wash away my pain ...

But what has happened here to self and other? Is there still a unitary locus of

meaning? A benchmark? Is Woman (in the singular) still useful as a concept if
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each woman is an irreducible Self exercising personal agency? And who is the
Other to be studied if knowledge derives from intersubjective understandings
in a self-reflexive mode of disclosure and witnessing? What remains of the
Other if self-disclosure and auto-biography become norms of textual exposition
and honesty (5)? Who studies whom and to what purpose? To find answers, it
is useful to let go of general abstractions and to turn instead to a specific locus

of experience and knowing (Ostriker 1993).

A group of Ottawa women provided such a locus by being willing to share their
own investigations of self and other. These are women who are participants in
ongoing women's full moon and new moon circles, a form of women’s religious
consciousness raising and devotional exercise predicated on the apprehension
by women of divinity as female. Singly and collectively, they have striven to
come to know themselves as women outside of the narrow patriarchal niches

afforded them in their daily lives.
It would be untrue to state that these women are an example of anything else
but themselves and they themselves would reject any attempt to make them

typical or exemplary. They are what they are and it is enough.

In the modalities developed by them, of their coming to knowledge of self and
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other, processes are unveiled which take the body and especially the female
body, as a component, if not the actor, of the apprehension of the divine. The
body is always involved in rituals. It is the particular association of the female
body, in all its carnal processes and the notion of the goddess as embodied in
human women which is of interest here. The following pages will document how
and to what extent these women transform their intent into a lived reality.
Studying contemporary women'’s spirituality leads one to examine how these
women define and construct what it is to be a woman ihdividually and
collectively as they shatter and transform the traditional models of identity and

rules of behaviour offered them by their society.

This question, or quest for a new definition of womanhood, leads one, especially
one who is even slightly familiar with feminist perspectives, to the notion of
essentialism. The New Webster Dictionary (1971:299) defines ESSENCE as
being in part a ‘constituent substance ... that distinguishes something from all
others’ and NATURE as ‘the inherent quality of anything ... which constitutes
what it is’. Feminist theorists have defined ESSENTIALISM as the belief that
human males and females have unique and different innate natures deriving
from their essences. These differences are believed to be neither socially nor
experientially constructed but to be universal, natural and derived from biology

(Humm 1995; Kramarae & Treichler 1991). Feminists in general are not very



22

supportive of essentialism, as many of them consider it a patriarchal argument
used to keep women in a subservient role (Rosaldo & Lamphere 1974; Brown
& Jordanova 1981). They tend to emphasize with Simone de Beauvoir the
socially constructed aspects of womanhood. While acknowledging the real
tensions between “essentialists, who believe there are universal and specific
feminine and masculine qualities rooted in biology, and social constructionists,
who argue that gender roles and distinctions are artificial, that they are socially
constructed and imposed”, Wendy Griffin, in her seminal article *The Embodied
Goddess: Feminist Witchcraft and Female Divinity” (1995) proposes a distinct
perspective: She states that the women she is studying are choosing to
redefine the relationship between the spiritual and the material by firmly
rooting the material in the body and considering “femininity and masculinity as
innate characteristics rather than as social constructs” with the Goddess as
manifest in women’s bodies. These women are seeking “to shape a new cultural
ethos” and they do so by attempting “to link what they believe is the divine

within them to the divine around them in the natural world”, i.e. the Goddess.

By defining gender identity by reference to an essential dyad, an inherent
contradiction is maintained. The material feminist discourse is simply changing
the old male / not male dyad into nature / culture, innate / learned, essential

/ constructed. Nothing is resolved here, so how is this contradiction to be
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solved? The women of Griffin’s study perceive themselves as having both a
constructed social indentity and an essential core. They seek to deconstruct and
eventually reconstruct their social identity through discovering and exploring

their essential core which they define in part as a goddess.

Is Griffin describing an isolated case? Or is the identity contradiction to be
solved or accommodated by other goddess-oriented women and women’s
groups? This thesis is a description and analysis of how the community of
worship of Goddess women in Ottawa have explored this contradiction and

attempted to resolve it.
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CHAPTER ONE: CONTEXT

The body and its specific behaviour is where the power system
stops being abstract and becomes material. The body is where it
succeeds and fails, where it is acceded to or struggled against. The
struggle for control, top-down vs. bottom-up, is waged on the
material terrain of the body and its immediate context (Fiske
1992:162).
I - HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF WOMEN'S SPIRITUALITY MOVEMENT
Beginning in the late 1960's and, in part as a result of the second wave of the
women’s liberation movement, many North American and Western European
women have begun to reconsider their religious commitments and their
personal relations to the divine. As they have done so, they have come to
realise that they feel alienated from, discounted by, and even dis-empowered
by what they perceive as an absence of the female from most arenas of
discourse within extant Judeo-Christian religions (Budapest 1979; Christ &
Plaskow (eds) 1979/1992; Daly 1970; Morgan (ed) 1970; Radford Ruether
1971). Furthermore, some feel that this absence has been a conscious choice
made at the level of the all male church hierarchies to reinforce their theological
and moral power. Those few instances where the female could be found in
biblical and New Testament texts (Mollenkott 1985; Trible 1978) have seemed
to these women to serve only to be-little, blame and shame women into

obedience to male authority, be it secular or religious (Collectif Les Tétes de

Pioches 1980; Daly 1970, 1973; L'autre Parole, etc.). Some feminist scholars
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of religion have gone so far as to state that this male negative bias towards
women is an inherent misogyny and gynophobia within Western society that is
attributable to the dichotomous formulation that equates male with spirit, action
and good, and female with body, passivity and bad (de Beauvoir 1953; Christ
1979; Daly 1970, 1973; Goldenberg 1978; Radford Ruether 1971).
Furthermore, this dichotomous paradigm of moral worth is re-enforced by the
depiction of the Judeo-Christian creator god as male (YHWH, God, Dieu) (1) and
of the first human sinner as female (Eve). Some feminist writers have gone so
far as to postulate that violence to women (and to the earth seen as female,
“Mother Earth”) has been justified and sanctified, in the eyes of male
authorities, by this dichotomous moral paradigm (Caldecott & Leland (eds)
1983; Daly 1978; Goldenberg 1979; Radford-Ruether 1975; Starhawk 1979a;
Stone 1979) (2).

North American women have proposed and implemented many strategies to
counter their perceived lack of agency within the established churches. Some
have left organized religion completely, seeing no way to remedy the situation
(3). Some have tried to change the role and place of women within organized
churches by working from the inside and calling for a renewed and revised
Christianity or Judaism (L’autre Parole; Dumais 1979a, b; Plaskow & Christ

1989). Some have advocated a return to pre-Christian Paganism (or to a more
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or less consciously reconstructed Paganism) (Budapest, Stone, Stein, Starhawk,
Valiente and others) as a way of ‘reclaiming’ female agency and power occluded
or eliminated by Christianity. Some have preferred to search for and discover
female religious agency, called by them “the Goddess”, wherever She may be

found.

Expanding on the feminist aphorism “the personal is political”, some feminist
women have begun to explore how religious beliefs relate to social and political

structures of gender inequality:

“What people believe (faith - religion) is political
because it influences their actions and because it is the
vehicle by which a religion perpetuates a social system.
Politics and religion are inter-dependent. Every new
social structure strives to come up with some kind of
mythology of divine origin for its values and aims (...)
For example, a self-created male god who has no
mother is ... to deny motherhood (and) is to deny
wimmin (4). Patriarchal religion is built on this denial.
(...) Who absorbs whose culture is a crucial issue on
the cultural battlefield. (...) Wimmin’s spirituality is
rooted in Paganism, where wimmin’s values are
dominant. The Goddess-worship, the core of Paganism,
was once universal. Paganism is pleasure-oriented, joy
and feasting prone, celebrating life with dancing and
lovemaking. Working in harmony with Mother Nature,
we discover and recover the All Creatrix, the female
power without whom nothing is born nor glad. Male
energy pretends to power by disclaiming the female
force. Today, given the patriarchal society within which
we live... the real enemy is the internalized and
externalized policing tool that keeps us in fear and
psychic clutter. (...) A new kind of trust is the most
important contribution wimmin’s spirituality has to give
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to the wimmin’s movement. We learned we can trust

our bodies when we learned we had the right to control

them. We are learning we can trust our souls through

learning that our right to have them is rooted in our

recognition of the Goddess, of the female principle

within the universe and ourselves.” (Budapest

1979:10-11).
Some women have thus sought evidence of a lost female cultural and religious
power and agency. Both academics and amateurs have wanted to find in past
human history some evidence for the possibility of matriarchy, lost goddesses,
and the “Divine Feminine” (Mollenkott 1985). Rediscovering, or recovering, ‘the
Goddess’ has been made possible by a growing availability of information on the
subject. Early 19" century speculative works (Bachofen, Engels, Freud, Marx)
on the possibility of a past human evolutionary stage of female power, the
‘matriarchy’ were republished in the 1960's. These theoretical works were
interpreted (re-visioned) by many Western feminists as ‘proof’ of a lost woman-

centred culture, a feminist utopia, peaceful, playful, creative, knowing neither

war nor gender inequality (d’Eaubonne 1976; Stone 1979).

Works written by post Jungian archetypal psychologists (5), who in accordance
with Jung’s writing gave a large place to female aspects of the self (the anima)
if not to women, also became widely available starting in the mid 1970's. Some
even explicitly sought to conjoin historical goddess worship with modern female

psychology. One must mention here, among others, M. Esther Harding’s
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WOMAN'’S MYSTERIES - ANCIENT AND MODERN (1971), Marion Woodman's

THE OWL WAS A BAKER'S DAUGHTER (1980), Jean Shinoda Bolen'’s
GODDESSES IN EVERY WOMAN (1985), and Kathie Carlson’s IN HER IMAGE
(1989). Neumann’s Jungian analysis of the female archetype in human
psychology, THE GREAT MOTHER (1955/1963), was lavishly illustrated with
Neolithic and Chalcolithic anthropomorphic figurines with more or less obvious

female physical characteristics.

As well, Marija Gimbutas began to publish her archeological research on what
she came to call "THE GODDESSES AND GODS OF EARLY EUROPE”
(1974/1982). This wealth of figural archeological material was interpreted by
some women as ‘goddess figurines’ (Merlin Stone, Barbara Walker, etc.). In this
they were following in previous interpretations made by mainly male
archeologists and psychologists of religion (Bachofen 1967; Crawford

1957/1991; Neumann 1955/1963).

As more women entered the fields of Religious Studies, Classics, Divinity and
Women'’s Studies, they started to research historical documentary evidence on
past religious systems and on formative texts in the Judeo-Christian traditions,
sometimes re-translating them with a ‘feminist’ sensibility. In doing so,

evidence was found and made available to the general public (especially a
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female public) of the actual existence of divine females in the histories of the
World’s populations, especially in Near Eastern and Mediterranean early cultures
(Heyob 1975; Mollenkott 1985; Plaskow & Romero (eds) 1974; Pomeroy 1976;

Warner 1976).

The works of the poet Robert Graves, especially THE WHITE GODDESS (1948),
and the great popularity of Joseph Campbell’s mythopoeic retelling of myths
popularized the notion that a Great Goddess had indeed existed which had
subsequently been replaced by male divinities, especially the Judeo-Christian

god.

IT - HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF OTTAWA WOMEN'’S SPIRITUALITY GROUPS:

A result of this proliferation of information and speculation on past female
human and divine agency, was to produce a wealth of fragmentary and often
decontextualized, but enormously fruitful and evocative documentary and visual
information on past‘goddesses’ easily and abundantly available through various
feminist or women’s presses. In the period of time that I have been in contact
with the women of my study (1989 - 2002), Ottawa has had two women’s book
stores, two occult supply stores, numerous New Age and alternative spirituality
stores, all carrying important amounts of ‘women’s books’ or ‘women’s

spirituality’ books. Most mainstream bookstores (Ottawa is known as a major
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book reading city) carry ‘women’s studies’, ‘women’s spirituality’ and
‘occult/new age’ sections. Whatever was published elsewhere in book or

magazine form in English was readily available in Ottawa.

As well, Canada, through its National Film Board (NFB) Studio D which
promoted women film makers, and produced the GODDESS REMEMBERED
TRILOGY of films (Read 1993). The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC)
through its Man Alive series produced and televised a major documentary on
the emerging Neo-witchcraft / Pagan / Goddess movements called A CIRCLE OF
WITCHES (1988). CBC's national radio produced and broadcasted a major two
part Ideas program on the RETURN OF THE GODDESS (Ideas 1986). York
University’s Centre for Feminist Research publishes Canadian Women Journal/
Les cahiers de la femme which has had two issues (1983, 1997) devoted to
contemporary Canadian women'’s religious experience. The Canadian Research
Institute for the Advancement of Women (CRIAW) is located in Ottawa and has
published an annotated bibliographical essay on women’s / feminist liberation
theology (Finson 1995). And Finally, the Canadian Centre for Research on
Women and Religion (U. Of Ottawa), under the direction of Dr. Elisabeth
Lacelle, published two studies: one on women and religion in French Canada

(1979) and one on the interplay of women, religion and the body (1983).
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A major writer and theorist on feminist psychology, Naomi Goldenberg, became
a professor at the University of Ottawa in the mid 1970's and introduced the
works of Starhawk, Carol Christ, Morgan McFarland and others to her students
in Women's Studies and Religious Studies courses. Christ and Starhawk have
been guest lecturers in Ottawa several times in the past years and Starhawk
has recently led public rituals and a protest march against globalisation
(November 2001). A course on Magic, Witchcraft and the Occult
(SRS1510/1110) has been taught, in both English and French, at the University
of Ottawa since the mid 1970's, and Carleton University and the University of
Ottawa have a joint chair in Women’s Studies. Courses at the B.A. and M.A.
levels on *‘Women and Religion” and ‘Women and Goddesses’ have been taught

on a regular basis at the University of Ottawa for at least 10 years.

Using these resources, among others, many Ottawa women, be it alone or with

others, academically or informally, within established church structures or

outside of them, have started to explore the possibility:

J that the divine could be female

. that women could apprehend this divine directly (not mediated by church
structure or dogma, nor by male ritual professionals), and

o that they as women could apprehend this divine.
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This follows the North American trend noted by Adler (1979/1986), Christ

(1997), Eller (1993/1995), Griffin (ed) (2000) and Walker (2000).

My general hypothesis is that, for the women of the circles I attended, this
apprehension of the divine is an embodied apprehension such that the human
body is the locus of contact with the divine and that its physiological reactions
and emotional states as produced during ritual are evidence of this contact. The
process developed by these women takes as it premise that the female body,
and the direct embodied experience of being female are adequate tools for
contact with the divine. How this is being achieved by these women in Ottawa

is the focus of my research.

To document this developing component of Goddess worship, some general
trends have to be recognized. The emphasis on ‘spirituality’ rather than
‘religion” has been well documented (Christ 1997; Griffin (ed) 2002; Eller
1993/1995). In this context, I define spirituality as the process by which
individuals negotiate or mediate between their own individual lived experience
and the socio-cultural sphere called religion (Guédon 2001). The movement
towards spirituality is concomitant with the process by which women leave or
a least criticise religious institutions and access their own individual potential

for seeking and finding personal meaning.
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This quest, at least for some women, does not entail being confined to a
religious or spiritual path away from the material world, or seeking retreat from
engagement with this world, but rather, in an often noted fashion (Gray 1988)
this new spirituality seeks to encompass all of a woman’s life: body, mind and
soul being valorized equally (Griffin 2000b:78). Personal experience is
understood as valuable and germane to spiritual growth, in part in accordance
with a generalized contemporary valuing of knowledge and knowledge based
industries. The body, and its ‘carnal knowing’ is understood as a valid ‘ground
of being’. Instead of denying the body and its appetites, women are asked to
embrace its substance and its processes, becoming ‘women of substance’ to
themselves and to others. This search for an ‘embodied’ spirituality is central

to contemporary North American women'’s quest for the Goddess.

Three main strategies have been employed by North American women to
develop the religious possibility of a female divine apprehended by and for
women. First, there has been the “reclaiming of Herstory”, which has been
interpreted as the making visible of a prior existence of female power (both
human and divine) which has been obscured or erased by a subsequent and still
present patriarchy and its “History” (word play a la Mary Daly, 1978). This has
led to a sifting through of the archeological, literary, historical and theological

information available for Middle Eastern and Circum-Mediterranean cultures of
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Antiquity. This has resulted in the production of dictionaries and encyclopaedias
of ‘goddess lore’ such as Ann Forfreedom and June Ann’s BOOK OF THE
GODDESS (1980/9980ADA), Janet and Stewart Farrar's THE WITCHES’
GODDESS (1987b) and Barbara Walker’s THE WOMAN’'S DICTIONARY OF
SYMBOLS AND SACRED OBJECTS (1988) and THE WOMEN’S ENCYCLOPEDIA

OF MYTHS AND SECRETS (1983).

Secondly, there has been the anthropological and historical search for and
reconstruction of human cultures which have had or still have evidence of
female based power, be it political/social or divine (Schneider & Gough (eds)
1961/1973). This has led in part to a resurgence of interest in the religions of
Africa, India and the Orient as well as a not always sophisticated or
comprehending exploration of Native North American cultures and religious

cosmologies (Andrews 1981, 1984; Cameron 1981/2002).

Finally, and independently of the availability of any evidence for a prior time of
female power, there has been the invention by women of a new religiosity and
(re-)vision of community based solely on women defined contemporary needs
and wants. A telling example of this trend, quickly translated from French to
English, and often quoted by spiritual feminists has been this passage from

Monique Wittig’s LES GUERRIERES (1971:89):
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There was a time when you were not a slave, remember this. You
walked alone, full of laughter, you bathed bare-bellied. You say you
have lost all recollection of it, remember... You say there are no
words to describe this time, you say it does not exist. But
remember... Make an effort to remember. Or, failing that, invent.”
(Quoted in McFarland, 1975:1).

And invent they did especially in the area of images of female power, both

human and divine.

Indeed the option of recovering/rediscovering the Goddess was not simply a
matter of developing concepts. Part of the seduction of this endeavour was that
‘goddesses’ presented in the most accessible sources in Archeology,
Anthropology, Art, Art History and Religious Studies were seen to be embodied
in images and artefacts that could be quickly borrowed and copied. Most were
understood as being devoid of any recoverable context of manufacture and use,
therefore free to be re-interpreted according to personal understanding, wishes
and needs. Every image, every ‘goddess’ became “The Goddess”, and “The
Goddess” was revealed in every ‘goddess’. This came to be known as “She who

is many and the many who are She” (6).

The result of these quests made by academics and amateurs was to produce a
wealth of fragmentary and often decontextualized, but enormously fruitful and
evocative documentary and visual information on past ‘goddesses’, easily and

abundantly available through various feminist or women’s presses. Though
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many sources of information and models were available and used, a certain
number of authors found their way into most personal libraries and formed a
core of reference books through which a common language and theoretical
foundation could be built and shared by all. This was fostered by the fact that
all the women involved read. They read books and magazines, and in turn they

often also write (Rabinovitch 1992; Reid 2001a).

A quick survey of book sales (7) and personal libraries demonstrates that, for
Ottawa women, the archeologist most influential is Marija Gimbutas. The writers
of compilations of goddess lore who are most influential are Merlin Stone, Diane
Stein, Barbara Walker and Janet and Stewart Farrar. The theorists / thealogians
most influential are Mary Daly, Rosemary Radford-Ruether, Carol Christ and
Starhawk (Miriam Simos). The ritual practitioners most influential are Z.
Budapest, Marion Weinstein, Diane Stein and Scott Cunningham (8). The films
most influential have been the National Film Board (NFB) trilogy THE GODDESS
REMEMBERED. And the artists most influential in Ottawa have been local:
Lauren Foster McCleod, Gorden Derry and the women of the Psyllium Art

Collective (especially Dawn Dale and c.j. fleury).

By the mid 1980's, an identifiable women-defined gynocentric spirituality had

developed in North America in various forms such as, among others, Dianic
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Witchcraft, Goddess Worship, and, simply Goddess Spirituality. It remains

highly varied and individualistic, never becoming a unitary faith but rather a
convergence of beliefs and ritual practices with shared core values and
iconography (Adler, 1979/1986; Eller 1993/1995; Griffin 2000b). One
participates in but does not belong to this spirituality. As well, one self-identifies
as a goddess person, rather than having membership or identity conferred by
an external or centralized authority (Adler 1979/1986; Ardinger 2000;
Budapest 1979; Christ 1997; Starhawk 1979; Stein 1987/2001). In many

ways, this spirituality is self taught, self directed and self developed.

This gynocentric spirituality has developed into a thealogy which states:

° that the divine can be female

that this female divine is “the Goddess”

J that the Goddess is always immanent, and sometimes transcendent

. that She is both the spark of all creation and is revealed by Her creation
o that as part of creation, women therefore reveal the Goddess

J that each woman is a manifestation of an aspect of the Goddess

) that all women, as parts of creation, are parts of the Goddess and

therefore constitute a sisterhood as daughters of the Great Mother: “I am
She / She is me”, “we all come from the Goddess, and to Her we shall

return, like a drop of rain, flowing to the ocean”
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J that “Goddess Spirituality” is living one’s life consciously knowing the
above, understanding its consequences, and behaving accordingly.
Thus, this is an enacted thealogy based on a woman'’s understanding of her own

relationship to the “"Goddess” in all Her forms and aspects.

This thealogy has been described as gynocentric, experiential, embodied,
celebratory, creative, individualistic, monotheistic but polysymbolic and highly
personal. How personal this can be may be surmised from the observation that
many women in Ottawa, while being active participants in Goddess Spirituality
also continue to practice within other faith communities, some of origin, some
of adoption. Thus, women at any one women'’s circle might include Catholic and
Buddhist nuns, Jewish and Christian women, atheists and humanists, Neo-
pagans, Wiccans and Witches. For these women, and this will be discussed in
greater detail later, worshipping the Goddess with other women allows them a
deeper and more meaningful contact with the divine even if they remain

participants in other religious practices less amenable to women.

Over time, the women in Ottawa involved with this thealogy have developed
various strategies to foster “"goddess consciousness” and to enact a relationship
with the female divine. These strategies include meditations on goddess images

and myths, enacting meaningful rituals based on women’s experiences, ‘circling’
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with like-minded women, creating and maintaining private and public altars and
shrines to aspects of the Goddess and developing meaningful devotions to the
female divine, taking courses on the history of the female divine (such as the
Unitarian Universalist Women's Spirituality courses: ‘Rise Up and Call Her Name’

and ‘Cakes for the Queen of Heaven’), and attending Witchcamps and Wild

Womyn’s weekends, etc.

According to these women, one way of becoming conscious of the divine within
oneself is to make concrete what the Goddess looks like to oneself. Goddess
making workshops, (a kind of feminist religious consciousness raising) are
popular. The images produced during these workshops are considered as valid
and valuable as any historical image and thus they enter the lexicon of goddess

images that women have at their disposal.

Political activities are not the focus of this research, neither are social services
and community solidarity. Yet it must be noted that these are important
components of these circles’ lives. They constitute a form of embodiment that

should not be neglected. But all of these can and do occur outside of any

reference to the body.
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CHAPTER TWO: GROUNDING THEORY ON EXPERIENCE

I - FEMINIST METHODOLOGIES AND THE PARTICIPANT OBSERVER.

The core of this research is located in Ritual Studies informed by Feminist
Religious Studies. My purpose is to identify and describe the processes by which
some contemporary North American women involved with the Goddess express
and conceive this involvement. Specifically, the object of my research is what
these women, in a formal ritual setting, say and express about the body, their
own and that of the Goddess. Three components of the ritual context constitute
the locus of my study: ritual actions, ritual texts and ritual images. These
correspond to the main ways by which these women give themselves a voice
with which to address the Goddess. I approach this corpus from an
ethnographic standpoint such that my research results in a “straight forward
analytical and descriptive account of fieldwork, thus constituting an
ethnography” (Marcus 1986:265). In keeping with the ethnographic viewpoint,
I am including part of the historical and theological context within which this
community functions. I am not including psychological profiles of individuals,
nor am I looking at their life histories. Furthermore, this is not a community
study. I am restricting the object of my research to the construction of the
embodied Goddess as revealed by the rituals in which this group of women
approach the Goddess, and the ritual components produced and / or used by

these women. This specific group of women is located in the Ottawa area in
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Ontario (capital region of Canada) including the Outaouais region of Québec
which borders it; my research covers the time period from 1998 to 2002 though
my participation goes back to 1989. This research documents a process which
started before my arrival in Ottawa and which continues beyond this research.
The length of my participation (1989-2002) provides for the opportunity to
perceive shifts and changes in practices and beliefs as well as in the
composition of the various groups studied. All of these opportunities have been

used to come to understand the organic nature of this faith community.

My data originate from three main sources, each approached with its own

methodology.

1. Rituals and Events:

Participant Observation allowed me access to rituals and community events
(see list in Appendix Ten) such as women’s weekend retreats. My participation
in women'’s spirituality conferences in Southern Ontario was useful since these
conferences were not only a source of ideas and data but also included access
to rituals, art exhibits, and merchant booths. This provided me with access to
data on sources within the larger North American and Canadian Goddess
Worship communities for components of local rituals processes. It also provided

added information on the production of rituals and the generation and
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dissemination of concepts, words, images and actions which have come to
constitute the lexicon used by these local women. I complemented participant
observation with the collection of books, magazines, and newsletters read by
these women and with participation in ongoing discussion e-lists on Neo-pagan

and Goddess spiritualities.

2. Ritual Texts:

During the whole of the time that I have known these women, I have collected
and collated ritual texts, songs and chants produced and used by them in their
circles. Thus I have an extensive archival record of those rituals I attended and
some others for which text was written and subsequently given to me. As
manager of both the Occult Shop and the Hungry Eye, and thus the person
responsible for hosting the circles (NOT leading them), I was entrusted with the
“Book of Shadows” maintained by each group associated with these stores.
Each ‘Bosh’, as it is affectionately called, is the record of circles, their themes,
their texts, and the identity of the woman leading each ritual that a group
maintains for its own benefit. It is its memory and main training tool for new
women interested in learning how to prepare and lead a ritual. Since the
demise of both stores, I have remained the caretaker of these Books of

Shadows and continue to have unrestricted access to them.
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3. Goddess Imagery:

Finally, T have collected objects and images produced for and by women
involved in Goddess spirituality. These include, in part, jewellery, statuary,
talismans, clothing, ritual tools, altar components, greeting cards, posters, and
tarot cards, all of which relate directly to Goddess imagery or feminist re-
creations of traditional western occult and esoteric paraphernalia. I have also
assembled a large collection of catalogues of these items produced for sale (see
Appendices Eight and Nine). During my eight years (1990 - 1998) of working
in and eventually managing occult stores, I had extensive dealings with
suppliers, producers, artisans and customers. I learnt what was available and
what was not and at what price. But most importantly, I learnt what the women
customers were looking for, what they bought, what they could not find and

finally, what they would not buy and why.

Because there was always major disparities between what these women were
looking for and what was available to me as a shop keeper, I endeavoured to
find local sources for the requested items. This led me to ‘discover’ local artists
who were already producing Goddess imagery and items. Foremost among the
artisans / craftspeople who produced items well received by these women were
Lisa Marcus (pottery), Gorden Derry (antler and bone carving, see Appendix

Four - Pagan Altar), Veronica Salvati (sculptor) and Lauren Foster-Mcleod
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(illustrator and jewellery maker, see Appendix Five for samples of her work)

(see Chapter Seven for discussion of images).

I also became acquainted with local feminist artists, many of whom also
participated in women'’s circles or at least interacted closely with the women'’s
spirituality community of the Ottawa region. Many of these women
consequently exhibited in the three Divina et Femina conference art exhibits at
the University of Ottawa (1998, 1999, 2000). Foremost among them are the
women of the Psyllium Art Collective, of which I had the most contact with

Dawn Dale and c.j. fleury.

Finally, my involvement with the three Divina et Femina conferences allowed
me to observe to what extent women academics, ritualists, and artists
collaborate and inform each other within the sphere of Goddess spirituality.
Most women participants were, at the same time, all three: academics,
ritualists, and artists. How this convergence and cross fertilisation of ideas and
images occurs within Goddess spirituality was made evident to me during the
scholarly presentations, the workshops, the performances, the rituals and the
art exhibit which made up each conference (see Appendix Seven - 2. Diveena

Shapouri banner and ritual costume).
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4. Academic Context of Study:

Academic research on Neo-pagan and Goddess centred religious movements in
North America is growing. Nevertheless, it is still at the level of basic descriptive
ethnography and the first local longitudinal study (Salomonsen 2002). My
fieldwork was guided by previous surveys of North American women’s Goddess
Worship (Adler 1979/1986; Eller 1993/1995, 2000; Griffin 2002; Walker 2000)
and current overviews of the development of this movement (Christ 1997;
Griffin (ed) 2000). I also took into account the many academic studies of the
Ottawa - Montreal Neo-pagan / Wiccan and Goddess communities (Gaboury
1989, 1990; Rabinovitch 1992; Reid 2001a; Slade 1989; Tyrell 1992).
Furthermore, I have paid attention to the extant literature on Canadian
women'’s struggle for a greater role and recognition within the Christian and
Jewish churches (Dumais 1979a, b; Finson 1995; Lacelle (ed) 1979, 1983;

L'autre Parole).

Other than Gaboury’s initial fieldwork (1989, 1990) which was located mainly
in the Francophone lesbian part of the Montreal community of ‘sorciéres’ and
Slade’s Honor B.A. research (1989) with one of Ottawa’s women'’s circles, this
thesis is the first attempt to describe with any depth or scope the complexities
of the ritual construction of self and divinity within a Canadian community of

women Goddess Worshippers. Furthermore, this is the largest group of women
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to be studied in Canada. Numbering in the 3 - 400, these women who circle
together in several different groups in Ottawa are extremely varied in their
characteristics. What differentiates them most from other women'’s groups is
that they are each an amalgamation of very different individuals: often bilingual
(English / French), including heterosexuals and lesbians, women implicated in
the larger Pagan community or willfully segregated from it, some exclusively
Goddess oriented while others are holding to other religious affiliations as well;
in other words, they exhibit extreme variety and tolerance of difference. (See
next section on demographics). No one theology or thealogy (1) is paramount
in Ottawa. This is true of both the Wiccan / Neo-Pagan community and the
women’s Goddess Worship community. And this diversity has been apparent

(and a cause of occasional difficulties, see Reid 2001a) all along the fieldwork

time span.

Finally, this thesis focusses on some little studied aspects of Goddess Worship:
the production and use of symbols and the elaboration of ritual processes.
Some recent studies (Christ 1997; Griffin (ed) 2000; Walker 2000) have begun
to describe women’s experience of the female divine in their own words and to
look at the ritual process itself (Folz & Griffin 1996; Griffin & Foltz 1990), yet
only one has compared a corpus of rituals and texts produced by a community

to discover its common symbolic lexicon and the cosmology exemplified by it
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(Griffin 1995) (2).

5. Inherent dissonance and questions:
Because the women’s groups I came to know and with whom I worked are
linked with the Neo-Pagan / Wiccan community of Ottawa, I have had to include
in my research the evolution of these contacts. I observed a growing
dissonance in the discourse on the divine, on human and gender roles as
originally presented by founding Neo-pagan theological writings, and as actually
lived by members, both male and female, of these Neo-pagan / Wiccan
communities. Within the Neo-pagan / Wiccan communities of Ottawa, this
dissonance was expressed in questions that included but are not limited to:

o What are the implications for gender relations when women generate
religious practices, symbols and texts that empower them independently
from men?

. To what extent have the theo/thealogy(ies) and practices of these women
come to differ from that originally devised for Wicca / Witchcraft by
Gerald Gardner (3) in the late 1940's?

o What does “power” mean when women speak of themselves as
“powerful” and of what they do as “empowering”?

J In redefining themselves as “powerful women”, are these women also

redefining men? How and with what implications?
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These questions found their way into my own research, though not into this

thesis. I have limited myself to these two related questions:

J If these women see themselves as embodiments of the Goddess, to what
extent does what women believe about inherent divinity (the Goddess)
and about the possibilities for experiencing unmediated divinity (being
their own priestesses) inform their sense of themselves?

J How do these women express the potential relationship between their
own bodies and that of the Goddess? How do they ritualize it? How do
they speak of it? How do they represent it?

In order to explore these questions I will focus my attention on the texts, rituals

and images produced and used by the Ottawa women'’s circles.

IT - FEMINIST STUDIES:

The feminist orientation of this research implies that it should employ the
methodological choices appropriate to the research context in question; and
that it should also respect the political and ethical parameters of the subject
matter: contemporary North American women’s quest for a genuine
apprehension and relationship with a divine in the female mode. Special
attention must be given to the ethos of ‘voicing’ and ‘embodiment’ which define
much of the contemporary attitude toward what is being researched here. As

finding one’s own voice and becoming present to oneself are also axiomatic to
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this spirituality, any research methodology which were to evacuate the subject

or objectify it, would seriously jeopardise the validity of any conclusions

reached.

Within the context of this study, a feminist approach is most appropriate
because this is research grounded in women’s experiences of themselves and
their practices and it addresses issues that are defined by these women as
problematic in their lives. In the context of a religious movement which was
founded and originally formulated in print by British male nudists with a strong
agenda of sexual permissiveness (Valiente 1989:182), it is important for these
women to rewrite the partial, distorted and sometimes perverse formulations
of gender specific roles and characteristics, be they divine, human, and/or

priestly that are still being promulgated by some as religiously correct.

This research takes for granted that women can be “knowers” in that they are
the owners of their own experiences, that they are capable of making sense of
these experiences and of testing the validity of their knowledge in a consensual
intersubjectivity derived from the sharing of these experiences. Within a
Western, historical analysis of religion that used to consider only male founders,
male writers and male gods as normative, it is necessary to make audible

women’s religious voices: they have been and continue to be religious
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innovators, theo/thealogians, writers of religious texts, ritual leaders and
mystics. Even more important is the realization that it is women’s experiences
that inform most directly these women'’s religious behaviour(s) and discourse(s)
and not any male-generated ‘normative’ text. It must also be noted that there
is great plurality and creativity within these religious discourses and that any
consensus is generally local, contextual and open to revision by anyone. Any
exposition, therefore, must also abandon univocality for a polyphony of voices

of which the researcher’s is only one (Foltz & Griffin 1996).

For this research to be honest, the researcher must place / locate herself in the
same critical plane as the object of her research. This involves her (me) making
transparent her originating context (class, race, culture, religious affiliations,
scholastic needs), her assumptions and beliefs, and her relationship(s) with her
informants (participant / observer, student / teacher / priestess within the
community, etc.). In the words of Sandra Harding, “the beliefs and behaviours
of the researcher are part of the empirical evidence for or against the claims

advanced in the results of the research” (1987a:9).

Furthermore, since this research comes from and is meant to inform the
community of women involved about their perceived difficulties with gender

relations, it is a form of “studying up”: identifying and making sense of the
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sources of religious power and constraints that mould and structure gender

relations within this group.

Inevitably, being both spokesperson / advocate / participant and researcher /
observer has fostered within me a certain multiplicity of viewpoints which I

must mediate (and reconcile?) in my presentation (Clifford 1986:103).

IIT - ETHNOGRAPHIC PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION:

Implicit in the participant observation research method is the belief that the
researcher has access to both emic and etic viewpoints: emic from the
viewpoint of someone living in that culture (the subjective), and etic from the
viewpoint of the distanced observer using the filters of the discipline (the
scientific objective). The emic is doubled in that it includes the native viewpoint
with “the ethnographer’s deep sense ... that indigenous usage is always correct
in its own setting” (Rosaldo 1986:83) and the researcher’s own self-awareness
of the process of learning and being changed by the native ways of being (Foltz
& Griffin 1996). These are meant to be contrasted and elucidated by scientific
objectivity. But anthropologists have taught us that scientific objectivity is itself
a form of contextualized subjectivity with a particular agenda informed by
issues of race, culture, gender, and politics. “Our knowledge (has been) shown

to be less objective, more negotiated by human interests, and the subject of a
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greater responsibility in the interactions and ethical honesty of fieldwork...”
(Fisher 1986:208). At least now, “we know some of the questions worth asking

and have made asking them part of the discipline’s agenda” (Rabinow

1986:251).

In reality, the researcher has nothing but his or her own subjective experience
and his or her own understanding of the subjective experience of the observed.
The task then becomes one of mediating intersubjective understandings in a
self-reflexive mode of disclosure and witnessing, of “belief / skepticism”

(Clifford 1986:111).

Autobiographical recounting has become recognized in Anthropology as one
“appropriate form for merging other cultural experience with the ethnographer’s
own” (Marcus 1986:168). In my case, I am an insider taking on the outsider’s
task. I am an older woman, white and heterosexual, childless but happily
partnered, a Franco-Ontarian, raised a catholic and a long time participant in
Women’s Groups who is also a Wiccan initiate. My task is not so much to reveal
the Other but to make us (the women and I) visible to ourselves in a way that
also permits us to become visible to others. This task must necessarily be, at
least in part, autobiographical as my own intuitions and experiences have been

the starting point of my questioning.
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One of the difficulties which remains is the tension between academic
conventions of textual production and the need to “allow multiple sets of voices
to speak for themselves, with my own author’s voice muted and marginalized
as commentary” (Fischer 1986:201). How to simultaneously remain true to an
academic ideal, my author’s intuitions and the lived experiences of the women

with whom I am doing research is undoubtedly my most difficult task.

IV - ETHNOGRAPHIC CONTEXT OF RESEARCH:

The community under study is the Ottawa area Neo-Witchcraft community and

more specifically, the Women'’s Circles within it.

1. THE NEO-WITCHCRAFT COMMUNITY: This community is composed of male
and female, Anglophone and Francophone, self-identified Witches / Wiccans /
Pagans / Neo-pagans / Goddess Worshippers (4) of the Greater Ottawa and
Outaouais (5) regions with whom I have been interacting at occult /
metaphysical bookstores, public rituals, pagan gatherings, community events,
‘craft’ workshops and classes, and public and private devotional ‘circles’. Ottawa
has a long history as a centre of occult and esoteric groups and practices. It
became a major centre of spiritualist activity in the 19" century and continues
to have two active spiritualist ‘churches’. It was home to the Canadian

Parapsychological Foundation until its demise it the late 1980's. Its publications
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are now housed in the Ottawa Room of the Laurier Street branch of the Ottawa
Public Library. Ottawa’s first occult bookstore, The Wiccan Rede opened in
1985. It later moved to Bank Street and was renamed The Occult Shop. Until
it closed in 1994, it remained the local ‘pied a terre’ for the Wiccan Church of

Canada (WCC) and its weekly Sunday night open circles.

The Wiccan Church of Canada, founded by Tamarra and Richard James in the
early 1980's, has its High Temple in Toronto and has had satellite Temples in
Hamilton and Ottawa. The Temple in Ottawa was closed by the James shortly
after they closed the Occult Shop. Those people in Ottawa who still follow WCC
style Wiccan practices are now called The Witches Gathering and they have as
High Priestess, Michelle Hrynyk who was initiated by the WCC Temple in
Toronto. The WCC does not presently consider her or the Witches Gathering

part of the WCC and they would not accept this identification either.

While the WCC was active in Ottawa, from 1985 to 1994, it held weekly public
rituals, private and public classes in Wiccan theology and magical technology,
and provided a kind of storefront chaplaincy to people of the Ottawa area. Its
founders have developed a type of Wiccan theology based on Gardner and
Valiente both influenced by Richard James’ Masonic background and Tamarra’s

strong identification with her understanding of the Greaco-roman mystery
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tradition. They also borrow heavily on Dion Fortune’s Society of the Inner Light
and other late 19" and early 20" century magical groups in having an “Outer
Court” of non-initiates and ‘dedicants’ and an “Inner Court” of ‘neophytes’ and
initiates. The WCC has a three degree system with the 1st degree permitting
the leading of group rituals. One can speculate on the benefits of the close
association of the WCC founders and the establishment of a publicly visible
presence for Wicca commercially and in the press in Eastern Canada.
Nevertheless, their attempts Ito define ‘normative’ Neo-paganism for all
Canadians through seeking ‘legal’ status as a church and imposing their type
of practice on prison chaplaincy at the federal level has met with very strong
resistance. National advocacy groups like the Pagan Federation / Fédération
Paienne Canada (PFPC) were founded as a response to the WCC'’s attempt at
theological hegemony. The WCC is no longer a strong influence in Ottawa and
a more detailed description of the power struggles once common can be found

in Reid (2000, 2001a) and Tyrrel (1992).

Also in Ottawa are two Alexandrian closed covens and several dozen small
private covens. Silverwheel, self-described as a Welsh Tradition Wiccan group,
has been in continuous existence since the mid 1960's and is currently led by
one of the original female members. It is the longest existing coven in Eastern

Ontario and Western Quebec. The Ottawa Pagan Network (OPN), a loose



56

affiliation of Neo-pagans describing themselves as ‘NOT Wiccan or WCC’, have
sponsored a library and archive, an internet research site
(www.mystagog/opal.html) and a monthly Sunday brunch in a local restaurant.
This group has recently suffered the loss of some of its most prominent leaders
to military re-assignment and has yet to re-organise itself. It does still
constitute the larger part of the membership of the local pagan internet special
interest group, the ‘National Capital Freenet Pagan Sig’ with its 30+ active
members. Another local discussion group is OttawaWitch@yahoo.com. Ottawa
is also the home of the Pagan Federation / Fédération Paienne Canada (PFPC),
a special interest advocacy group which interacts with federal and provincial
agencies on matters of interest to Canadian Neo-pagans. It also sponsors an
internet e-group (NationalPFPC@yahoogroups.com) and maintains a bi-lingual
web site (www.pfpc.ca) featuring extensive FAQs on aspects of Canadian Neo-
paganism. For a fuller description of the Ottawa communities, see Reid (2001a)

and Tyrell (1992).

2. WOMEN'’S CIRCLES: My primary group of study are those women of the
Ottawa / Outaouais region who participate in ‘Women’s Groups’ with their
Goddess-centred, women-only devotional circles. These women include Wiccan
/ Neo-pagan women who do not consider themselves religious segregationalists

along gender lines, i.e.: they do not conceive of their religion and of its
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practices as necessarily excluding men. They also include those women who
circle only with other women, many of whom consider themselves to be Dianic
Witches (6). Both groups of women interact at non-religious events (Pagan
gatherings, festivals, non-theological workshops and lectures, clothing swaps,
song groups) and use many of the same facilities such as bookstores and
services such as midwives. There is no apparent friction between these two
groups of women. The friction, when it occurs, is between the Wiccan / Neo-
pagan women and men, and is generated in part by the inability of either the
men or the women to come to a mutual understanding relative to the women’s

participation in forms of devotion that exclude men.

3. TIME SPAN: In hindsight, my fieldwork started when I first encountered
‘Witches’ and they let me join in their Full Moon circle in October of 1989. That
first night, I chose to identify myself as an anthropologist not knowing that two
of the women members were also completing academic studies and using the
circle as a fieldwork opportunity (Mary Slade and Michelle Hrynyk). I have
always publically admitted to academic curiosity and I have benefited from this
community’s experience in being both a training ground for insider advocates

and outsider researchers (see DuFresne, Tyrell, Rabinovitch, Reid, Slade).
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V - RITUAL STUDIES:

The ritualists working in Neo-paganism and Goddess Worship circles in Ottawa
are likely to have read the academic classics including the Ritual Studies

scholarly literature which I am using for this research.

Such authors as Victor Turner, Mary Douglas, Joseph Campbell and Carl Jung
were explicitly presented in the Wiccan Church of Canada training material and
displayed on the Occult Shop and Hungry Eye book shelves. They were also
implicitly present in much of the how-to books produced for this community.
Liminal and liminality, initiation and transformation, marginal and central are
all concepts and even words commonly used by individuals, both male and
female, to discuss the ritual process and their own growing sophistication in
manipulating it. This community, with its strong ties to the local universities and
colleges (7), prides itself on its literacy and its main non ritual public gathering
places had been book stores until the closing of the Hungry Eye. Now these are
a Sunday Brunch and a Wednesday night Pub Moot as well as summer

gatherings such as Kaleidoscope.

Many early and current formulators of Wiccan theology have been trained in
Jungian psychology (Vivienne Crowley, Janet Farrar, Starhawk) and concepts

such as ‘anima’ / ‘animus’, ‘archetype’, ‘collective unconscious’ and ‘gender
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polarity” have become commonplace and have been blended with concepts from
Theosophy such as ‘thought form projections’, ‘auras’, and ‘astral plane’. Dion
Fortune’s (Mary Violet Firth) books, especially SEA PRIESTESS (1938/1978) and
MOON MAGIC (1956) have been best sellers in Ottawa and her portrayal of the
strong female magus, the ‘priestess’, has been strongly influential locally. In
fact, much of the Western esoteric tradition has been influential as sources of

explanatory schemes for experience, goals and methods used by both male and

female members of this community.

Nevertheless, it must be noted that for these women, both Western esoteric
and traditional British Wiccan symbolic systems and ritual procedures have

been left behind or deeply modified. I will focus on these changes.

As for myself, I have approached rituals as explicit moments when mythopoeic
themes and symbols are manipulated, by individuals or groups, within a
structured setting where the divine and the human are understood as conjoined
(inherently embodied), such that new human concepts, beliefs and behaviours
can be experienced, experimented with, and developed so as to then make

them manifest (lived concretely) in the ‘real world’ outside of ritual.

I brought to this research my own work experience as an ethnographer, and my
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interest in the theoretical perspective developed within anthropology. My
analysis of the ethnographic data | was also informed by parameters first
developed for Ritual Studies. Victor Turner provided the main concepts for my
analysis of ritual setting and ritual processes. Mary Douglas has been useful in
approaching the concept of power, especially the power inherent in marginality

and its conscious adoption and manipulation.

VI - TEXTUAL ANALYSIS:

The same situation prevails in the generation of sacred texts. The community
under study reads and works with the same literary and theoretical material as
used by the researcher. The number of books, articles, and magazines now
generated by and for this community is staggering. There are at least six major
publishing houses (8) now specializing, in part or in whole, in Pagan / Wiccan
writings. Within this context, I will restrict myself to the texts in use during the

rituals.

The religious community in question generates its own texts and rituals as well
as using texts which have been printed in books and magazines printed in
England, America and Canada. Except for those groups which have a vested
interest in dogmatic ‘purity’ and ‘orthodoxy’, no attempt is made by any

individuals or groups to formulate a corpus of standard texts which would be
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reused. In fact, the norm for this community is ephemeral texts and rituals,
thus fostering constant creativity within the ritual format. As Griffin (1995) has
noted for the groups she studied: “And as no two rituals are ever exactly alike,
they (women) continue to engage in this process of creation each and every

time they do rituals.”

Nevertheless, there is consensus on the minimum constituent parts to a ritual
and on the necessity of some formulaic phrases and actions and some core
symbols. Furthermore, at least one of the Women’s Groups has kept a group
“Book of Shadows”, a compendium of past ritual texts that are available to any
woman in the group as a set of models for texts that she might choose to
generate. The task then becomes to identify core ritual texts and ceremonies
which serve to define the nature of the divine, appropriate human gender
relations or the roles of Priest and Priestess (9) and to analyse these texts in

relationship to their treatment of ‘body’ and ‘goddess’.

To the researcher’s task, I added my own long term interest in the feminist
movement, which provided another set of referents. This research is very much
a feminist deconstructive task accomplished through a thematic analysis. This
analysis is focussed on expressions of the body: the body of the Goddess and

the body of the woman. Style and Voice (who speaks to whom and how) will be
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analysed for relevant features. Furthermore, the type of text produced (song,
invocation, blessing, meditation, other) will also be analysed to uncover power
relations and dynamics as well as the inherent cosmology they reveal. The
‘body’ with all its senses and functions, will be analysed according to its
centrality as THE metaphor through which the contact with the divine occurs for

these women.

Following Ostriker’'s example (1993:66-7), I will examine these women'’s
writings from the triune strategies of the hermeneutics of suspicion, desire and
indeterminacy. According to Ostriker, the hermeneutic of suspicion derived
from the deeply felt suspicion women felt when confronted by canonical
readings of biblical texts which evidenced a deep seated male bias which sought
to entrench misogyny in divine revelation. Next developed a hermeneutic of
desire, as women sought out woman affirming images and texts within the
canonical corpus. This feminist re-visioning, as it generated its own critiques
and reformulations of stance and method has given rise finally to a hermeneutic
of indeterminacy (Ostriker 1993), within which it is the layering of multivocal,
disparate and even contradictory discourses which when accepted as positioned
and partial, give rise to a richer, and one could add, post-modern, re-

constructed, and now firmly indeterminate reading of truths and views.
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Finally, I go back to Simone de Beauvoir and her notion of a morality of
ambiguity (1964) to analyse the extent to which these women find a solution
to the paradoxes of gender, essence and nature. By comparing de Beauvoir’s
formulation to the degree of indeterminacy these women achieve in their
relations to self, to the female other both human and divine, and finally, to the
non female other, one perceives to what degree they actually succeed in their

goal of an individualized and multiple realisation of a gendered self.

VII - ICONOLOGY (L'objet temoin)

I will approach the analysis of images of the Goddess from an iconological
perspective. The lexicon of forms used to identify aspects of the Goddess will
be inventoried and classified according to type. As well, their symbolic
referent(s) will be identified and their specific thealogical referent(s) will be
made explicit. Finally, their ritual functions will be defined and their meanings

will then be linked to ritual actions and words.

Objects, as artifacts, ‘made things’, bear witness to their making and their use.
They derive much of their meaning from the context of their use, reuse or
discard. Ritual objects, as objects used in ritual or symbolic of ritual processes,
bear added meaning as keys to understanding, to mystery, to action and to

transformation. This idea of a “key” is paramount. These objects are meant not
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only to be used but also to do, simply by existing and bearing witness to an
intent. The intent for the women of this study, is to make manifest the Goddess
and the power embodied in her creation, that is to say, the power within the
world and more specifically, in human women. When asked, these women
readily admit that the objects DON'T actually do anything, but the human
reaction of recognition of a possibility is what actually can do. The object or
representation is the KEY to that reaction, and a key that one has made for
oneself is the most powerful of all. The self-made key that unlocks the power
within:

Cold, dark and lonely
Locked deep within my own fears
No key to free me

Waiting for the sun

Reposes-toi, mon ame
Tu as tout ce qu'il te faut...

Let it begin with each step we take,
And let it begin with each change we make,

And let it begin with each chain we break,
And let it begin every time we awake.

Women are, in this case, the major agents of religious innovation. They are the
founders, the text writers and the philosophers. They are the askers of
guestions and the elaborators of answers. It is the women themselves who
raise the issues of sex and gender as they confront the sexist and patriarchal

oppression hidden within early Wiccan discourses on the Goddess and her
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Priestesses. Addressing issues of sex and gender is an explicit concern for these
women: they worry about the responsibilities inherent in socializing their
children, both male and female, in Neo-paganism and the possibilities of having
equal and equitable relationships with male partners, both in life and in ritual.
These are central issues especially since for Wiccans and Neo-pagans, women
are still considered the primary socializers, even more so than in the
surrounding cultural norm because of the new idea of a woman centred culture

with, as primary deity, a Mother Goddess (Berger 2000).

What are the implications of this idea of a women centred religion? Can it
survive within the context of western patriarchal hegemony? Can a religion
predicated on the ritual and actual equality of both divine and human males and
females actually ‘work’? These are the questions that these women are asking

and their answers must be heard and pondered.
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CHAPTER THREE: WOMEN’S GROUPS IN OTTAWA

My research is focussed mainly on the rituals, texts and images created and
employed by women in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, who attend open public
women'’s spirituality circles understood by them as Goddess Worship Circles. I
also include those events outside of Ottawa at which these women interact in
a ritual context with each other and with others. Therefore my sample of events
includes seasonal festivals in the Eastern Townships of Quebec (TerreEau), in
the Perth area west of Ottawa (Kaleidoscope, Ottawa Women’s Weekend /
Gynaeceum), and north of Toronto (WiccanFest, HarvestFest). It also includes
private, closed rituals which I attended which were Coven circles or women’s
Rite of Passage rituals. As well, I have included women’s spirituality conferences
and workshops that occurred in Ontario and to which I participated (see
Appendix Ten). These gathered together anywhere from a dozen to over 800
women at a time. In total, over the time span of my participation in this
community (1989 - 2002) I attended over 200 rituals and interacted with
several thousand women. Though the women and the events that I
encountered in the early 1980's in British Columbia (north of Hazelton, in
Vancouver and Victoria, and on Bowen and Saltspring Islands) are part of my
experience and contribute to my understanding of contemporary Canadian
women’s Goddess Worship, I did not know then what it was I was seeing and

cannot now describe, except in the most impressionistic way, what I saw and
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experienced. Of that time, I will only formally use the research I did on “*Why
Women Belly Dance” which resulted in my BA Honours paper (1984). I realise
now that the women I had interviewed then were interacting with the Goddess,
as they kept telling me they were, and that it was I who did not understand
what they were saying. I did not myself interact with this same Goddess until
1989, after I had moved to Ottawa. The unanswered questions I had at the end

of that research project have finally been answered by this one. Thus, they too

form part of my data.

Women involved in Goddess spirituality in Ottawa interact through several types
of ritual and non ritual events. They constitute ‘circles’ when they gather for
rituals, and they form a community through the many layered web of
interactions they engage in outside of rituals. Without ever being an easily
defined ‘group’, they nevertheless are a recognisable (to themselves and to
others) assemblage of like minded women with similar interests and concerns.
They attend classes and workshops on magical and non-magical subjects at
several new age or occult stores. They take extension and adult education
courses together. They teach each other textile skills from sewing to carding
and spinning wool with a drop spindle. They have seasonal clothing swaps. They
shop in many of the same stores and have similar tastes. They share expertise

in formal and informal settings, teaching each other tarot, herb gardening, wild
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food harvesting, basket weaving, and incense making. They provide each other
with paid expertise: midwifery, secretarial work, internet and web based work,
house cleaning, accounting, and child care. They spend time together at their
own weekend retreats: Wild Womyn Weekend and Ottawa Women’s Weekend
(now called Gynaeceum). They attend the annual Witches’ Ball on Halloween.
Many participate in mixed gender, community wide events like open Sabbat
Circles and large, regional summer pagan festivals: Kaleidoscope, WiccanFest,
HarvestFest, TerreEau. Most of these activities are primarily ‘Pagan / Wiccan’
rather than ‘Goddess’ oriented but the majority of the women in this community
participate in the larger ‘Pagan / Wiccan’ community as well. The pagan
population in the Greater Ottawa region is between two and three thousand
strong. Kaleidoscope has had to move from private land to a commercial
campground as it is now attracting over four hundred participants for its event
in August. It is interesting to note that both Kaleidoscope and WiccanFest
always offer ‘women’s rituals’ which are women only events during their
gatherings (there are also ‘men’s rituals’ and gender mixed rituals that
everyone can attend). Fifty or more women attend these women only circles.
This provides the opportunity for women from Montreal to Toronto to circle
together at least once a year and to do so for explicitly female reasons (intent
of ritual). Who leads the ritual is chosen in rotation each year by the organisers

of the larger events. Kaleidoscope, WiccanFest and TerreEau are all organized
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by women even though they cater to the larger, gender mixed Pagan / Wiccan

communities between Toronto and Montreal.

I - OTTAWA WOMEN'S CIRCLES

The Ottawa Women's Circles are identified more by the location they use (or
used) for their rituals than on their memberships (extremely fluid), their
thealogy or ritual style (both dependant on the specific ritual leader and not the
group). The same women freely participate in as many groups for which they
have time or inclination. Other than Around the Goddess which is known by its

name, the other circles were always referred to by their locations, which custom

I have adopted:

1. FULL MOON CIRCLE: Occult Shop, Bank Street, 1988 - 1994 (WCC sponsored
until 1990, then independently run by the women involved.)

Attendance for this circle, at this location, was from 20 to 35 women at any
time with a maximum of maybe fifty women who attended on a regular basis.
This circle began as Michelle Hrynyk’s women’s mysteries coven as part of her
training as a WCC priestess. This lasted less than two years. When the original
group of 8 women (all WCC except one) disbanded because of frictions within
the WCC, some other women (also WCC but neophytes, not degreed

priestesses) took it over. It grew to become a large, well attended, public circle.
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It also continued to be a thorn in the WCC's side as it was independent and did
not provide recruits to the WCC. The women of this circle started out using the
standard WCC ritual format and texts and eventually evolved a much more
eclectic way of working, but it remained a group which prised itself on well

prepared, formal rituals. Improvisation was not prevalent.

2. FULL MOON CIRCLE, Hungry Eye, Dalhousie Street, 1994 - 1998.

The attendance of women at any one circle remained around thirty, with
approximately fifty women participating on an ongoing basis. When the Occult
Shop store closed and their women'’s circle had to find a new place to meet,
most of the members moved their head quarters to the Hungry Eye store and
continued the tradition of a fully open, public circle with a rotating ritual
leadership among 8-10 core members. The women in this circle became much
more experimental in their ritual work. Innovation and creativity was much
prized, as long as the ritual format and process remained understandable and
recognizable. This group neither ascribed to a specific tradition nor did it seek
to constitute itself into an entity. It remained whoever attended. Because of
who made up the core group of volunteers, it tended to be more eclectic and
experimental that the other groups. It actively encouraged women to try their

hand at leading ritual.
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3. WOMEN'’S SPIRITUALITY GROUP: Unitarian Universalist (UU) Church, Cleary

Ave, mid-1990's - ongoing.

This group is ideally composed of all the women of the congregation but
actually has a core of twelve to fifteen women, of whom most but not all, have
also participated in the Full Moon Circle at the Bank Street and Dalhousie Street
locations. These women also organize a “Fairy Magic” circle for their children,
as well as offering “Cakes for the Queen of Heaven” and “Rise Up and Call Her
Name” workshops. Ritual format follows a generic Cunningham style Wiccan
format with a strong emphasis both on exploring aspects of named historical
Goddesses and rediscovering European seasonal traditions (foods, customs, folk

beliefs). These women have the strongest emphasis of all on children and

family.

4. LUNACY DARK MOON CIRCLE, private homes, 1998 - ongoing.

Following the demise of the Hungry Eye in 1998, the women of the Women'’s
Circle dispersed and were absorbed into private covens and other public circles
such at the UU and Around the Goddess. A few stayed together and started
meeting in each other’s homes. As a result of one woman’s comment that it
was lunacy to try to keep the circle going, the group named itself “Lunacy” and

now meets monthly at the dark of the moon.
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This circle is comprised of six core members with occasional guests. The group
is currently changing and growing as more members are being attracted by its
bi-lingual and university student make-up. Some circles are improvised in
French when only Francophone members show up. This circle is the closest to
being a training coven of all the groups listed as it has a senior member actively
coaching the others to gain their own priestessing skills and experience. It is

the most improvisational and least formal of all the groups in spite of its senior

member being WCC trained.

5. OTTAWA WOMEN’S WEEKEND / GYNEACEUM: yearly event (late June), held
on private land in MacDonald’s Corner near Perth. This three day weekend
retreat with rituals and workshops generally has ten to thirty women attending
the daytime events and another ten to fifteen coming for the Saturday evening
pot-luck supper. This small gathering was held for seven or eight years in the
late 1990's, but is currently on hiatus. There is now a strong interest amongst

some of the Ottawa women to restart it.

6. AROUND THE GODDESS: Circles are held in private homes, in indoor public
venues (Glebe Community Centre, Old Town Hall, school gymnasiums) during
the winter and in Vincent Massey Park during the summer, early 1980's -

ongoing.
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The core members of this group have all received some Reclaiming / Witch
Camp training. This means they have ties to Starhawk and to the San Francisco
Reclaiming Tradition with which she is closely identified. This circle is the most
politicized of all the women’s groups studied. It is also the largest and oldest of
the groups having been in continuous existence since the early 1980's. It has
twenty to thirty core members with approximately two hundred longstanding
participants. There is some occasional participation in this group by all the
women of the above mentioned groups. The members of Around the Goddess
also use the facilities at the Parcival School when holding large public, mixed
gender rituals (ex: an anti-globalisation ritual with Starhawk in 2001). This
circle has a variety of community ties including the Ottawa Women’s Bookstore
(now closed), Mothertongue Books, Arbour (ecological store), OPIRG (Ottawa
Public Information Research Group), various women’s shelters, rehab centres,
Planned Parenthood, Day Care advocacy groups, and Lesbian and Female Bi-
sexual communities. Many of Ottawa’s mid-wives are also participants. Since
their winter public venue is the Glebe Community Centre, a large number of
their occasional participants also live in the Glebe. The women of this circle
frequent the Wheat Berry / Singing Pebbles Books / Three Trees / Green Door
complex of shops on Main Street in front of the University of St. Paul. When
Sarah Clothes (a Glebe shop that primarily sold romantic, gently flowing Indian

cotton voile clothing) was open, many of the women shopped there for their
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clothes. They also constituted a large proportion of the Occult Shop’s Saturday
clientele where they were often more or less affectionately referred to as the
Glebe matrons in their Sarah Clothes and Birkenstock sandals. In many ways,
they have defined the ‘look’ of Goddess women in Ottawa. These are the
women most likely to espouse gender isolationist views and to support cultural
feminism and its utopia of a matriarchal society. Nevertheless, because of their
close ties with ecological and political activism, they are beginning to hold
gender mixed open circles for some of the major Sabbats at which the men
involved in these same socio-political causes can attend. The above mentioned
ritual with Starhawk had over 200 participants with a 65/35, women to men

ratio.

7. PRIVATE OR CLOSED COVENS: private homes, mid to late 1970's-ongoing.
There are a number of - the lowest estimate being ten - ‘closed’ covens or
groups in the Ottawa area that are primarily women only. These are very small
(two to six members) and meet in private homes for their rituals. Membership
(the term is appropriate here) is by invitation and sometimes revolves around
a specific individual or is constituted of close friends or adherents to a specific
‘tradition’ of Wicca or Neo-paganism (Alexandrian, Gardnarian, Celtic, Druidic,

Odyssean / WCC, other).
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One such closed group was the WYRD SISTERS comprised of six to eight

women. This coven met at the full moon, during the mid to late 1990's, at the
home of one of the members who lived near the Green Belt in Bells Corners.
They had found a natural grove in the green space and had converted it to a
ritual space with central fireplace and circular cleared area around it. They
continued to meet for over 5 years and only disbanded when the original leader
(Aida) left Ottawa. All but one of the remaining women began attending rituals

and being active in other groups.

This group was the most ‘shamanic’ of the various groups I encountered. They
sought and often achieved deep mystical experiences during their rituals. Music,
drumming, dance and even the use of entheogens were for them common ritual
processes. They were the most deeply committed to communion with the
consciousnesses of the world around them (their way of saying ‘divinity’) which
they achieved through a blending of Neo-paganism and Amerindian spiritual
practices with re-created greco-roman mysticism and a rather romantic but
highly effective metaphorical adaptation of the renaissance ‘witch’ as a woman

of power. Thus their adoption of Shakespeare’s Wyrd Sisters of Macbeth as

their model and moniker.

The total number of women involved in the Ottawa Goddess community over
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the span of the past twelve years is between two to three hundred with well
over sixty-five percent still involved. This is a fluid group with some entering
and leaving of participants. One cannot speak of ‘members’ as only the core
groups (organising committees) can be said to have any specific identity or
stability. These groups are defined more by the location they use for rituals and
the make up of the participants of any one ritual than anything else. Some
women attend the rituals of only one group, others attend as many as they can
manage at any one time. Some again have drifted in and out of the groups over
time. Women know each other by sight, may know each other’s first names,
rarely know more about each other except for what may be disclosed within
circle or socially outside of circle. In some ways, this is like AA and other
‘anonymous’ groups: a great deal of intimacy, caring and friendship can develop
without the disclosures of identity that usually denote familiarity (family name,

marital status, husband’s job, etc.).

Women both embrace this anonymity for its freeing of inhibitions and are
embarrassed by it when they realize how few names they can put with the
many women they know. This is liminal communitas, these women know that
in circle they shed their public persona and reveal themselves as intimately as
they dare. They know that to circle is to ‘bathe in the cauldron’ and that they

cannot prevent transformation. In essence, the community they recognize as
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their own is as marginal, liminal and ever-changing as they themselves seek to

be by circling together.

Air moves us,

Fire transforms us,

Water shapes us,

Earth heals us.

And the balance of the wheel goes round and round

And the balance of the wheel goes round.
IT - DEMOGRAPHICS:
1. Demographics of Women'’s Circles:
The majority of women who attended and participated in the circles I sampled
are white, have a middle class upbringing (but were not necessarily currently of
this same economic standing because of widowhood, divorce, or single
parenthood), are mostly thirty to sixty years old, (the oldest I have met was in
her 80's, the youngest in her mother’s arms), educated, literate and come from
Christian or Humanist backgrounds. Catholics are visible and numerous. There
are women of other religious backgrounds (some Buddhist and Jewish women,
no Muslims that I know of), and other ethnic groups (oriental, black, Hispanic,
Métis) but they are very few and do not seem to be from strong cultural
backgrounds. By this I mean that other than obvious physical characteristics
(skin colour, hair texture, linguistic accent), their ‘difference’ seems invisible

since culturally they are very similar to their Anglo, white, protestant

counterparts. Most women assume that their circles are integrated and highly
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varied, and certainly the ideal the women hold is for them to be so. The reality
is somewhat different, in part maybe because Ottawa is only recently becoming
ethnically mixed (I grew up in Ottawa and I saw my first black person when
American Vietnam war dissidents started coming to Canada). Certainly, visibly
different women would be welcomed in greater numbers if they cared to
participate. In all of these characteristics, Ottawa women are no different than
their American counterparts (Adler, Christ, Eller, Griffin, Walker). The only
outstanding differences are that Goddess spirituality started in Canada maybe
5 years later than in the USA (early 1980's) and that there is audible linguistic

diversity at and during circles (1).

Goddess worship circles are celebrated in English as the women are
predominantly Anglophone, many speaking no other language. A fair number
(=20) are Franco-Ontarians or Québécoises. They rarely circle in their own
language unless they make a concerted effort to do so amongst themselves.
French literature on Neo-paganism and Wicca is very rare and has only recently
become available. Scott Cunnigham’s two most popular books have just been
translated into French in Quebec (1998, 1999) but neither Starhawk nor any
other Wiccan / Pagan author, and no French language material is yet being
produced for other than private use by Canadian Francophones (DuFresne

1999a). As of yet there is no tension between the linguistic groups within the
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Ottawa women'’s circles. From rumours I have heard, the same may not be true

of circles in Montreal where the population is mainly Francophone but circles are

held and led by Anglophones who make up the majority of the Pagan / Wiccan

community.

In Ottawa, it is not unusual for many languages to be heard during any one

ritual as each woman may speak in her native tongue (Spanish, Italian, German,

Hungarian, other) without it causing a disturbance to the ritual process. This

may be because:

the ritual format is well known and responses such as “Blessed Be” need
not be said in English for them to be recognised;

disclosing is more important than hearing, i.e., it is more important to
state to one’s self and to others what one’s own truth is than to hear and
understand what someone else is saying. Nevertheless, ‘witnessing’ as the
un-judgmental acknowledgement of someone else’s statements about self
is an extremely important and ‘powerful’ element of the ritual process;
individualism as expressed through the format of one’s verbal responses
is more important and ‘true’ than a strict adherence to any standard
liturgy or text;

diversity is highly cherished and creativity and spontaneity are both

essential elements of a ‘good’ ritual;
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) speaking from the heart / finding one’s own voice / speaking in one’s own
mother tongue are all axiomatic values and speaking in one’s literal
‘mother’s tongue’ fulfills an important symbolic, political and religious
function, i.e.: the making audible of a matrifocal self-identification and
‘appartenance’ at both the human (my mother’s child) and divine

(daughter of the Goddess) level.

These women are less rich than ‘New Agers’, as many have chosen alternate
lifestyles (sexual orientation, the arts, political activism, voluntary simplicity)
while others have found themselves raising children alone. Some are on welfare
or some other kind of fixed income such as disability pensions while others are
still attending University. Displaying wealth is frowned upon as it is seen as a
kind of patriarchal ‘power over’ and creative self-reliance as exemplified by skill
in textile arts or other female domestic skills is highly prized. Congruent with
this valuing of ‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘debrouillardise’ are impromptu group
events which support individual and group adherence to them. These include but
are not limited to seasonal clothing swaps and exchanges of skills, for example:

house cleaning for sewing, or fresh garden produce for a tarot card reading.

In the past five years the number of young women in their late teens and early

twenties attending these circles has risen. This may be because of the popularity
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of television shows and movies with ‘witchy’ characters and content like Buffy,
Charmed, Practical Magic, and The Craft and the greatly expanded availability
of Pagan / Wiccan books, Goddess oriented literature, *Goth’ culture and the
general visibility and growing acceptance of these (Becker 1990; Stapells 1999).
Another reason for the rise in young attendees is that some of these young

women are daughters of older women already involved in Goddess or Wiccan

practice.

An interesting difference in the acceptance of ‘under-aged’ participants in circles
between Neo-pagan and Goddess worship groups is that Neo-pagans severely
limit access to their circles, even public circles, to young people who are not
family members of adult participants because they fear negative repercussions
for themselves of possible disapproval by society at large. Goddess women seem
quite unafraid of negative repercussions and have, as far as I know, always
accepted the participation of younger women and girls, even if not accompanied
by an older female family member. In fact, much of the ritual elaboration now
being devised in Ottawa specifically addresses the lack of rites of passage for
most females in North America. These women see themselves as wanting and
needing to integrate their daughters and the daughters of their friends in their

ritual experience and process. What comes of this will be interesting to learn.
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Within these women'’s ritual groups, sexual orientation, marital status, and
number of children are not criteria used to assess a woman’s ‘suitability’ . There
does seem to be a slight pro-lesbian bias but heterosexual women no longer are
targeted for the kinds of political correctness gibes that were common in the
early 1980's. Feminist women, even womyn, no longer seem to consider men
‘the enemy’ nor do they display or demand the kinds of cultural norms of
behaviour, dress and sexual orientation that used to be derided as “Feminazis”
by the larger Neo-pagan gender mixed community: the aesthetics of ‘butch’
dress and behaviour, that is, a strict avoidance of anything ‘feminine’ and the
adoption of a style of dress characterised by closely cropped hair, unshaven
body, absence of make-up or hair dye, loose and mannish dress and sandals or
low heeled, round toed boots. As more and younger women get involved, a

larger range of dress and behaviour is becoming visible and accepted.

In the past eight years, there are more couples with young children appearing
in the Ottawa Pagan community as Wiccan / Neo-pagans in their twenties and
thirties pair up and start families. Most of these married Pagan / Wiccan women
attend Goddess circles as well as gender mixed circles without perceiving this
as anything else but “added value” to their ascription to Neo-paganism. They do
not perceive themselves as making a political statement regarding women’s

religious agency, the way older women (40 and older) still do.
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2. Demographics of Conferences:

Conferences, workshops and meetings both in town and out of town are
important events as they offer primary opportunity for research, meeting
people, conversations, learning new ritual formats and assessing the strength
and breath of the Goddess movement. Women from Ottawa will readily travel

to Toronto or Montreal to attend a lecture or a workshop from someone like

Starhawk.

The conferences I attended can be broken down into three types: academic,
ecumenical, and goddess. The academic and ecumenical conferences included
a mix of art exhibits, rituals, workshops, academic paper presentations, film
screenings, merchant/craftspeople displays, lectures, performances and key
note addresses. The goddess conferences were more like weekend long, multi
stage rituals during the day and public conferences during the evening when
public lectures were scheduled. The day time events were intensive experiential
workshops presented within a ritual circle framework. These events are intensely
hands-on and do not lend themselves to casual observation. They are training

opportunities for those who wish to hone their ritual skills.

a) ACADEMIC CONFERENCES:

(York U. 1996, Divina et Femina I, II, III, 1998 -2000, University sponsored)
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The participants of academic conferences have the largest range of ages and
backgrounds. These conferences are similar to other academic conferences in
that they are predominantly attended by persons who are interested in
researching the phenomenon rather than those who are active participants. Both
men and women participate at all levels, nevertheless, women are present in

much greater numbers.

b) ECUMENICAL CONFERENCES:

(London, Ont. 1995; St Paul U., Ottawa 2002 - Church sponsored)

The ecumenical conferences have attendees who are generally older, white,
richer, Anglophone, small c conservative, obviously heterosexual, and mostly
practising Christian, with some nuns, Buddhists, and Goddess worshippers.
These conferences are focussed on exploring the possibility of a ‘female’ /
feminist voice in worship, still trying to find the FEMININE FACE OF GOD
(Anderson & Hopkins 1991), still seeking ways to reform the Christian churches
from the inside, sharing the surprise and delight at the discovery and experience
of God as Mother / Father, God / dess, and female ritual agency. These are the
events with the largest attendance, ex: London, Ontario had 850+ women from

all over Canada.
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c) GODDESS CONFERENCES:

(Starhawk, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), Toronto 1995 and
Starhawk / Donna Reed, Ottawa 1993 - Women sponsored)

The goddess conference attendees are more diverse economically, culturally,
ethnically and in their political backgrounds, have a wider span of ages (from
early teens to late sixties), are more culturally and socially ‘alternative’, reveal
a more obvious range of sexual orientation, and display far less tolerance for
normative anything, especially religion. They are also the ones most likely to
self-identify as Witches, Wild Wimmin, Wiccans or Pagans and to be most

consciously invested in challenging and changing gender identities and roles.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FEELING THE BODY

The earth is my church
The body is my altar (1)

If we bless our bodies, they will bless us (Steinem 1987:248).

I - THE PHYSICAL SETTINGS OF THE RITUALS (see Appendix Three - Floor
Plans)

The actual physical locations used for women'’s rituals in Ottawa have included
settings as varied as store fronts, public parks, university class rooms, and even
hospital rooms. The physical location does not theoretically make much of a
difference since one is supposed to be able to ‘cast’ a circle anywhere at any
time. For these women, being ‘in circle’ is a state of mind and not a function of
place or time. As one version of the Casting of the Circle states: “This is a place
out of place and a time out of time”. Nevertheless, practical considerations of
safety, privacy, space, comfort, aesthetics and symbolism will all contribute to
a setting’s success or failure as ritual space. What follows is a description and
commentary on the various semi-permanent settings used by the women in

Ottawa to hold their group rituals.

1. THE OCCULT SHOP: Open from 1985 To 1994, the Occult Shop (originally
the Wiccan Rede) was located on Bank Street, just north of the Glebe, a quiet

and upscale, older residential area in the centre of Ottawa. Here the ritual
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space was the central basement room of the store. This room was a rectangular
space entered after descending a set of stairs located mid-point along the right
side wall of the upper floor. The room had two doorways placed in alternate
corners of the two short walls. The walls were originally panelled in dark wood,
later they were covered, ceiling to floor, with black matte fabric. The cement
floor was covered with dark grey indoor/outdoor carpeting. There were no
heating units or ventilation ducts in the room, and there was only indifferent

cleaning being done by the store staff or WCC members.

As a result the space was uncomfortable - hot in the summer, cold in the
winter, and due to the lack of ventilation, the scent of old incense and body
odours lingered and the floor was hard and unpleasant to sit on for any length
of time. Yet there was a womb-like quality to its total darkness. Also, with
frequent and longstanding use there developed a sense of familiarity. And as
the space was rarely seen in full lighting and hardly used outside of ritual, there

was also an aura of mystery to it (what you can't see...).

The women who organized and participated in the Full Moon Circles held there
never felt that they ‘owned’ the room. It was and remained at all times the
WCC ‘Temple’ and the women only rituals were perceived by members of the

WCC (both male and female) as aberrant and the non-WCC women as
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interlopers. Relationships between the WCC and the women'’s circle remained
extremely strained during the whole of the 6 to 7 years that the women’s circle

met at this location.

2. HUNGRY EYE OCCULT BOOKS AND SUPPLIES: The ritual space used was
located in the central large square room of the store. The store was a converted
living unit on the street level of an older apartment building on Dalhousie Street
north of the Byward Market area. This is a mixed commercial and residential
area, one of the oldest in the city. This central room was entered through a long
passage way that began at the front door of the shop and ran parallel to the
adjacent stairway up to the other living units located on floors above. These

apartments were accessed from a separate external doorway.

The store’s central room also had a door in the back wall leading to a back
room. The front room had store shelving on all its pale green painted walls but
the centre of the room was cleared. The cement floor was covered with
linoleum tiles and a wool rug was unrolled for any event involving sitting. Warm
crocheted afghans and pillows were used in the winter. Both long walls had
electric baseboard heating units. There was a large window at ceiling height in
the back wall and the front door to the street was windowed from top to

bottom. It was covered with a bamboo screen during rituals such that the room
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could not be observed from the outside. Accordingly, the space had adequate

ventilation and heating most of the time but poor sound-proofing.

Both stores suffered from being commercial sites and in the view of some, both
men and women, could not be appropriate settings for ritual use. On the plus
side, the sites did allow for large (thirty or more people) indoor rituals in any

kind of weather.

Both sites were perceived as politically coded (WCC / not WCC) which served
to make them political battlegrounds at times. This affected the Pagan / Wiccan
gender mixed clientele more than the women only Goddess circles which tended
to be more independent of any attempt at factionalism or potential political /

religious monopoly.

Both sites offered a more politically relaxed setting than the Around The
Goddess circles for those women who did not espouse gender isolationism or
radical feminist politics. This may have been because the commercial sponsors
of both establishments were themselves heterosexual and advocated pro
gender dual religiosity. This did not prevent the circles themselves from being
negatively perceived by those who did not attend them (both men and those

women who were more fiercely gender isolationists).
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3. AROUND THE GODDESS: (Please note that my participant-observer

comments are based on those rituals held at Vincent Massey Park that I
attended. I was never a frequent participant in these rituals as they often
coincided with the rituals held in the stores for which I had to be present since,

as employee or owner, I was responsible for the security of the stores

themselves).

The Around the Goddess circles are held outdoors in the summer months in a
natural grove in a large public park (Vincent Massey park along the Rideau
River). This grove has a central stone fire pit and a stone fireplace and grill on
one of its edges. The area is lightly gravelled and is bordered in squared cedar
log benches which define a circle far enough away from the central fire pit for
forty or more people to stand in a single width circle around it. The grove is
surrounded by mature trees and bushes with at least two paths leaving in
approximately 180 degree orientation to each other. A low stone wall flanks one
side of the circle where the ground drops away, the other side rises to a small
hill. The grove is not visible from the parking lot or the other parts of the park.
It is rented out by the city to groups for picnics, weddings, and .... circles. The
city has had no issues with women only or mixed gender rituals, but men only
rituals have been dispersed by police who were called (by whom?) because the

men were noisy, wearing robes, brandishing staves and athames and carrying



91

alcohol. This is something of a joke within the Pagan community at large since

women also are sometimes robed, use staves and athames and carry alcohol.

A city issued permit has to be obtained and there has been some friction
between the WCC (and the Witches Gathering, Michelle Hrynyk’s current group,
comprised of former WCC members in Ottawa) and Around the Goddess.
Around The Goddess has priority and long standing use rights for this space
which the WCC resented. Rental is first come, first served and Around The

Goddess always seemed to be better organized than the WCC.

As far as comfort is concerned: mosquitoes, rain, wind, cold, heat stroke,
spectators, and nature in all its variants is about the worst of it. This rarely
posed a real problem as long as ritualists stayed open to improvisation and
participants remembered they were outside and had brought along the
necessary bug repellent, rain coats, sunscreen, water, etc. This is a highly
coveted ritual space and Ottawa’s Pagans and Goddess women have felt

privileged to have access to it.

It must also be noted that the police and other Ottawa authorities have been

quite ‘laissez-faire’ about public Pagan rituals. As long as no by-laws are
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contravened (alcohol consumption is permitted in the private grove, re wedding
receptions, etc.) and the public peace is not broken, the city sees no

impediment.

4. PRIVATE HOME: The major perceived drawback to holding rituals in private
homes is that the space available is usually only suitable for small groups (10
max). Nevertheless, this setting does afford the maximum amount of privacy
and comfort. This setting is perceived as potentially intimidating by some
women because of the possibility of tensions arising from large social and/or
monetary differences between circle participants. Thus obvious social and
economic disparity is perceived as a potential source of ‘power’ disparity
between circle participants. Some women insist in meeting ONLY in public and

thus ‘neutral’ venues.

Other sources of perceived difficulties with the use of private homes are
external to the group’s dynamics. Sometimes family members can, wilfully or
inadvertently, introduce conflict where none existed before if a woman’s
involvement in Goddess circles is not approved of or understood by her family
members. Another difficulty is that homes do not tend to be centrally located
so some participants may find that transportation becomes an issue especially

if a ritual runs late or is on a weekend. (Both stores were centrally located and
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on multiple bus routes while the Vincent Massey Park site is also on main bus

routes and contiguous to one of the public bike trails.)

Nevertheless, for small circles of friends, the living room or the kitchen is often
the ritual space of choice and the domestic setting has strong symbolic import
for most of these women. For many, the task becomes one of blending the best
of the private domestic setting with the size, availability, neutrality, and
accessibility of the public ‘open’ setting. For the women of the Hungry Eye, this
was achieved in part through the use of hand made pillows and afghans and the

brewing of a ‘crockpot’ full of tea with which to greet women as they arrived.

5. MACDONALD’S CORNER / GINA’S FARM: This site is a great setting due to
its size and semi wild terrain. It is an old farm that has been left to naturalize,
and which has had ritual areas established on it by long use by private coveners
(Silverwheel, and others) and public festivals (Kaleidoscope, Women’s

Weekend).

This location has a number of outdoor sites available for ritual use in the form
of natural groves. These come complete with central fire pits and permanent
and semi-permanent stone altars. Add to this the well cleared pathways, the

clean outhouses, the abundant running (cold) water and weatherproof
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accommodations (Gina’s very large enclosed porch and a newly re-roofed old
log barn both serve as enclosed space for workshops and rituals in inclement
weather) and it seems that, in the eyes of the local Pagan and Goddess
communities, this site manages to blend the positive characteristics of both

park and private home.

Admittedly the mosquitoes can be fierce, the summer heat can be oppressive
in the afternoon, and shade can be lacking if the ritual is poorly timed.

Nevertheless, many hold this site to be their best loved public setting.

6. WYRD SISTERS GROVE: This location is a natural grove in the Green Belt
‘somewhere’ in Bells Corners (a suburb of Ottawa). It takes a good half hour to
get there walking from the edge of the green space, through a meadow and
overgrown brush with occasional lilac trees left over from old farm steads, past
a lightening blasted tree (Hecate’s Broom) to a stand of fir/maple/elm which
has a stone fire pit constructed within it. This space has been a favourite bush
party spot, and broken glass bottles did have to be cleaned up quite often, but
circle was interrupted only once by teenage boys who wanted to know if the
women were ‘witches’. The women were dressed in black (it was Samhain) and
setting up an altar and they refused to explain themselves. When the women

finally replied that yes, they were witches and then didn’t explain further, the
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boys left rather soon after, either through boredom or nerves, or a blend of

both.

This site was felt by the women of Wyrd Sisters to be the most powerful spot
of all and the most wild and evocative, the least uncomfortable of the nature
settings (fewer mosquitoes, etc.) and perhaps the most magical. This may be
because the women of this group had worked together for a long time and
‘meshed’ or else they were all affected by the setting (night-time, full moon,
very little noise from the city, the hike required to reach the site, most forested

/ most theatrical of all the settings used for ritual).

Perhaps its power lay in the real sense of liminality created here: the long walk
in and then out, often in silence, having to bring everything in including ritual
tools, water to douse the fire, and dry wood if it had been raining. This site
retained a real sense of ‘a place out of place, a time out of time’, and an aura
of connecting with the romanticised image of “herstorical” Goddess worship and
female power (it was also the most ‘witchy’ and ‘spooky’). The setting during
ritual was truly timeless in both its calendar and clock sense. Neither historical
era nor time of night could be easily ascertained, nor could the seasons at times
be clearly felt. As the full moon shown over the tree tops and the forest

creatures grew comfortable with the women’s presence, time and place took on
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eternal qualities.

7. CLASS ROOM AT THE UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA: The setting for this circle is
a room in one of the buildings on the university campus. Participants generally
either sit on the floor, around a low round table which is used as a base for a
central altar, or sit in comfy chairs around this same table. The rest of the
room’s desks and chairs are stacked and set out of the way. This site works well

for six to eight people.

This room overlooks a public transitway, so the noise from the buses can be
distracting, as can the presence of campus security guards doing their rounds.
The fire alarms and water sprinklers have to be taken into consideration if
incense is used. Further, privacy is uncertain as the door locks only from the
outside and not from the inside. While the setting is in many ways artificial and
incongruous it still works, even for someone who is participating in a circle for

the first time.

8. PATIENT'S ROOM, MONTFORT HOSPITAL: Another seemingly unusual site for
a circle was a small cramped room in an obstetrics ward where one of the
community’s women was undergoing a medical abortion (dead fetus). The

women of the Occult Shop Full Moon Circle who knew her best and chose to
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accompany her during this ordeal (8 - 12 women over two days) gathered
around her sitting where they could on the chair, cot, and the patient’s bed or
standing in the space available. No altar or other ritual setup was used. No
candles were lit. Some flowers were brought, a few crystals were laid on the
bed within easy reach of the patient, and a talisman pouch had been prepared
before hand and was given to her to keep. The ritual setting was built and
maintained through voice, physical proximity, emotional intensity, and clear
focus. Though this setting could be thought to be the least conducive to ritual,

it was felt by the women involved to be where one was most needed.

Some women wanted and were able to stay for the whole of the time it took for
the abortion to occur. The woman’s paraplegia slowed the process down so that
it took the better part of two days. Most women came and went as they could
and needed. Many stayed the better part of one day. No formal structure was
given to this ritual: it consisted mainly of supportive presence, massage, hand
holding, singing, conversation, sharing, and what passes for prayer for these
women: a wished for intent expressed as a firm assertion or a respectful
invocation of an external power’s intercession. Though one woman was the
main ritual leader for the whole process, many women took leadership roles at

certain moments and for certain purposes during the day that I was there.
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The lack of privacy, the constant passage of nurses and doctors and the general
medical hubbub did not prevent intent to manifest which was to calm, soothe,
and comfort through presence, song and chants. Even the medical staff found
the ritual beneficial for them! One nurse commented on the ease and lack of
complications of this medical intervention and on how ‘lucky’ the woman was

to ‘have such good friends'.

The ritual process was not immediately perceived by the medical staff, though
some were clearly bemused and even uneasy. The Montfort is the local
Francophone, and thus at least nominally Catholic, hospital in the region. Those
nurses who had European midwifery training understood immediately what was
happening. Nevertheless, the doctors and the other nurses eventually came to

appreciate what they were ‘witnessing’, to quote one of them.

IT - RITUAL PROTOCOL.:

1. WHAT IS CONSIDERED APPROPRIATE AND GIVEN APPROVAL:

Within a mythos of ‘sisterhood’, ‘perfect love and perfect trust’, and ‘all acts of
pleasure and love are my sacraments’, certain qualities of ritual space are more
valued than others. These include comfort, safety, privacy, enough time,
appropriateness, respect, laughter / surprise, inclusiveness /hands-on/

participation, familiarity / recognition, fun / creativity / playfulness, pleasure,
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beauty, meaningfulness, emotion, and song. These components or
characteristics are not ordered here in any way. Each woman would rate them
differently but as a whole, they identify what these women consider important,

necessary and good for a proper ritual.

a) COMFORT: In Ottawa women’s circles, the comfort level of participants is
given quite a lot of attention especially if the ritual is long or participants include
the young, the old, or the differently able. This attention allows for the bringing
of pillows, comfy chairs, blankets, or a glass of water into circle and the
ensuring of a comfortable room temperature and a certain minimum level of
cleanliness. Participants are encouraged to wear loose clothes (not necessarily
robes), and care is taken to identify and avoid or eliminate things that could
offend, endanger ( i.e.: trigger allergies or asthma) or cause discomfort and

thereby impede everyone’s full participation into trance or other aspects of the

ritual.

b) SAFETY: A sense of safety is an essential prerequisite to these rituals. Care
is again given to anything that might cause physical harm but also there is a
general awareness of the possible psychological and physical limitations of the
participants. This sensitivity to others’ sense of safety may be a function of a

good or experienced ritualist. Certainly, some ritual leaders seem to take no
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notice of anything but their own intent. After a while, these last gain a
reputation for ‘uncomfortable’ or ‘*embarrassing’ rituals ... and see participation

numbers drop.

Mechanical aspects of the ritual process are also perceived as potentially
dangerous. Thus open flames (of candles or bonfire) can be a problem but the
only time I saw someone ‘go up in flames’, the woman in question was
inattentive and behaving irresponsibly. She had also been over indulging in
cannabis and some considered her ‘too high’ to participate in ritual. (Drugs are
not automatically proscribed but disruptive or irresponsible behaviour is.)
Others quickly snuffed out the flames on her skirt and the women around her

kept a vigilant eye on her for the rest of the ritual.

There is a greater likelihood that something on the altar will get damaged such
as a glass candle holder breaking than that someone will get physically hurt.
Nevertheless accidents do occur - the smoke from a fire can get too thick,
candles tip over, the incense becomes overpowering, cinnamon oil placed
directly on the skin can cause a skin reaction or alcohol flames flare
dangerously high when poured into a hot cauldron ... Participants come to know
and value which ritual leaders pay sufficient attention to safety of all kinds and

most participants take responsibility for their own safety. This might be because



101

so many are also mothers of young children and are used to ‘looking out’ for

potential hazards. In fact, an irresponsible woman is sometimes called ‘a baby’.

c) PRIVACY: For most of the Ottawa women, privacy concerns are not as
important as comfort but are still more of a limiting factor than safety. This
includes issues around confidentiality and “outing”. Participants of women’s
circles are expected and often explicitly instructed to use discretion and to
respect each other’s privacy needs. For example, one can talk about a circle to
someone who was there but not usually to anyone else. Writing this thesis is
a borderline case, I justify my disclosures in part because the women I circled
with knew I was at university and that I was doing ‘fieldwork’ and because I am
conscious of having to be especially careful in my disclosures. Furthermore, the
final text of the thesis has also been read and commented by three women with
which I have circled (Céline Leduc, Lorayne Katz and Shelley Rabinovitch) and
I have taken their comments to heart. Over the years, many of the women I
circled with have discussed with me aspects of my research and much of our

discussions informs my descriptions and comments.

The other issue concerning privacy and to some degree, safety, is the general
expectation that someone should feel free to disclose anything in circle and not

feel herself either shamed or somehow diminished by that disclosure. Hence the
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importance of darkness and silence within the ritual context and the adoption
by many Goddess circles of the Quaker tradition of “speaking out of silence”,
ie: letting individuals speak or not as they choose, as well as letting speech
occur organically out of need rather than structurally out of ritual format or
automatically out of some choreographed sequencing of participation. Silence
itself is considered a speech act and is respected and accepted as such. The
same is true of a woman’s choice of language in which to speak: French,

English, Spanish, Italian, etc.

A final component of the need for privacy may derive from an aspect of
women’s past histories that Rabinovitch’s (1992) research identified: many
Canadian Neo-pagans / Wiccans self identify as having experienced in their past
episodes of abuse of one kind or another and the Wiccan injunction to “Harm
None” is to them a core need and belief. Recent (2002) Canadian government
estimates that 1 in 4 men and 7 in 10 women will experience some form of
sexual abuse by the time they are adults also support Rabinovitch’s findings and
are congruent with the information self-disclosed by the women in Ottawa. To
feel safe and to trust who is in circle and who is leading circle are primary needs
and sources of some debate for these women. Questions of coercion or the
possibility of coercion, or questions around discretion and privacy are often

debated. Ritual leaders are judged, sometimes harshly, on their ability to foster
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a sense or security and privacy for the women participating in circle.

d) ENOUGH TIME: Good time management skills are seen to create good ritual
as lack of time, starting too late, and rushing during ritual are all considered
serious breaches of protocol especially when the ‘fault’ lies with the ritualist. But
equally serious is a participant’s habitual lateness: she may find the door locked
or the ritual started without her. There is a general sense that rituals which are
too long and which ‘drag’ are bad but worst are those that are rushed or which

don’t have time allocated for socialising and sharing.

Another serious breach these women identify is when a ritual ends and women
are rushed out of the place without sufficient time to regain normal
consciousness and emotional equilibrium. This lack of time is experienced by
them as both a lack of safety and comfort as well as a lack of respect for their

emotional and psychic needs.

Most rituals end with at the very least a ‘group hug’. Food and drink (tea or
coffee) is available as the women clean up the space used. This informal, and
again domestic, group activity is felt as a ‘grounding’ exercise returning the

ritual participant to a mundane and profane consciousness and body awareness.
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e) APPROPRIATENESS: Everything that occurs during a circle, not just the ritual

aspects, is judged according to how appropriate it is felt to be and how well it
speaks to the needs of the group’s participants. This can include everything
from the content being age appropriate (when children are in circle) to intention
and / or community or gender politics. What happens in circle needs to be seen
as being in synch with group dynamics, community events, seasonal motifs, the
history of the group, etc. Some rituals have been spectacular failures when the
ritualist did not pay enough attention to the participants’ needs or local politics.
The one that I remember best is a ritual containing a heavy handed, rather
didactic ‘meditation’ on community building written and declaimed by a woman
who was generally perceived as the worst offender against community co-

operation.

Sometimes, lack of appropriateness can be as simple as a ritualist’s
inexperience being out of synch with the perceived importance of the ritual
occasion. Depending on the occasion, this may be judged a major or minor
fault. If major, the ritual may be perceived as being ineffective and needing to
be redone by someone with more experience. In this case, most women elect
to redo a ritual privately in their own homes at their personal altars. Rarely is
a public ritual redone in a public venue. When I asked why, the reasons given

included not wanting to hurt the inexperienced ritualist’s feelings, not wanting
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to make a scene or make matters worse, not wanting to identify someone as
‘a better ritualist’ or ‘more responsible for the community’ than another, and
finally, the reason which seems to me to underpin all the others, ‘its my
responsibility to see to it that my experience of the ritual or the fulfilment of my
intent be according to my standards and my needs’. Which is another way of
stating the radical notion of individual freedom and absolute responsibility

within which these women strive to operate.

f) RESPECT: Within circle, participants are enjoined to have respect for both
themselves and others. The stated intent here is to create enough space for
individuality of response, as well as room for dissent. Any speech or behaviour
perceived to be ‘preachy’, judgmental, self deprecating or demeaning is, as a
rule, gently pointed out and discouraged for its disrespectful and potentially
damaging nature. Words are considered actions and their effects are considered

tangible and real.

Another perceived lack of respect is ‘invasion of space’. This can be anything
from wearing overpowering scent, interrupting someone else, disregarding
social cues about personal body space, making too much of someone’s
emotional response, not accepting the legitimacy of someone’s preferences or

disclosures. Anything that denies the existence, freedom, validity or legitimacy
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of someone else is considered a lack of respect and can, in extreme cases,

warrant an individual being unwelcomed.

Since it is not considered proper to actually prevent someone from
participating, any group need to moderate certain behaviours can be difficult
to implement. The usual mechanism used is what the Ottawa Pagan community
calls ‘voting with one’s feet’: the people affected don't participate for a while
until the offending person either stops attending or moderates their behaviour.
In extreme cases, admittedly very few and far between, someone, usually the
store manager or one of the core members of a women'’s circle will find the task
expected of her to speak with the offending person and let it be understood by

her that she is not welcome to participate in future circles. (2)

The feminist sensibilities which favour radical inclusion, the Pagan / Wiccan
ethos which states that the individual is the only authority in matters of
morality, and the structural lack of any mechanism of social control within the
community as a whole and women’s circles in particular, make compliance to
group norms of behaviour something impossible to impose and difficuit to learn.
Tolerance, avoidance, gentle chiding, and friendly mentoring are the most usual
group and individual behaviours apparent in situations of perceived

inappropriate behaviour and lack of respect.



107
g) LAUGHTER / SURPRISE: The majority of women in this community recognize

and celebrate the value of these qualities in ritual. Many speak of the
transformative nature of humour and the power of the unexpected. That which
is familiar is not always best especially if transformation is part of the stated
intent of the ritual and the implicit expectation of the participants. The
unfamiliar opens the practitioner up to change by challenging expectations,
exploding boundaries and opening vistas for change. Some rituals have
degenerated into painfully funny burlesques of themselves, through accident,
inexperience, exhaustion, the weather, circumstances, whatever. These rituals
are always, and this is truly an absolute, are always considered ‘the best’ and
a great cathartic release. Though the formal existence of clowning is not
generally recognized or sought by the women of the Ottawa community, it is
always greatly enjoyed when it spontaneously occurs. ‘Chaotica’ is considered
a fitting female avatar of the perfidious nature of reality ... and for these

women, worthy of celebration when She manifests in circle!

h) INCLUSIVENESS / HANDS ON / PARTICIPATION: For these women, it is
imperative that there be ‘room’ for everyone to participate to the ritual in as
many aspects as possible. Not willing to replicate the ‘church’ dynamics of ‘just
sitting there and listening’, they seek out rituals and ritualists that will engage

them on many levels. A ritual that involves just listening, unless it is specifically
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accepted as trance work, may not be appreciated and may instead be viewed
as ‘showing off’, theatrical, or ‘churchy’. A ritual that is seen as too scripted is
described as feeling forced or faked. Participants are vocal in their desire to be
just that: ‘participants’ even if it means improvising something which might be
perceived as less well crafted but more evocative. The women ascribe to the
notion of ‘inclusiveness’, thus describing a ritual as inclusive when it is based

on the premise that all may participate in its shaping as well as its experiencing.

Some of the best received rituals have been those at which ‘crafts’ were made,
for example, when pysanka eggs were drawn for Imbolc, ‘corn dollies’
(decorative wheat braids) made for Lammas, and edible tree decorations made

for the winter wildlife at Yule (3).

i) FAMILIARITY/RECOGNITION: By contrast, a ritual format which is considered
too far from the norm leaves the participants without a “road map” they can
follow. Those in attendance may politely “go along for the ride” but then later
complain of a lack of inclusiveness. However, a few well chosen words such as
“Blessed Be” can act to frame much improvisation and offer enough familiarity

to foster comfort and permit a deeper level of participation.

Furthermore, some ritualists become known for their ‘style’ and if it is
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acknowledged favourably by the other women, it will become familiar no matter

how idiosyncratic it may be.

j) FUN / CREATIVITY / PLAYFULNESS: The women really seem to enjoy any
type of ritual that involves the actual doing or making of something. Ritual is
often then considered more immediate and personally meaningful. Activities can
be as varied as colouring Eostre / Easter eggs, clay modelling, or a simple word
game. This creative play (Gaboury 1990) often leads to self discovery and more
spontaneous sharing and disclosure while producing tangible evidence of the
stated intent of the ritual such as talismans, altar additions and mementos. In
accessing their own creativity, these women sometimes sense that they too are

being “"The Great Creatrix”.

k) PLEASURE: One of the surprises expressed by most of these women is that
ritual can be fun and can be a physically pleasurable activity. It is common for
participants to report that their headaches dissipate, that they feel more
energized and happier after ritual. Some even report a lessening of the levels
of perceived chronic pain such as arthritis. Many women emphasize the joy of
discovering the sensual pleasure in the mindful and ritualized sharing of food.
In particular, chocolate is the most favourite and for some a ubiquitous part of

their communal meal-sharing.
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When a frequent participant cannot eat chocolate for some reason, such as
allergy, the other women will find an acceptable substitute. One woman who
could not tolerate cocoa but could eat and enjoyed white chocolate, always
found some as part of the communal meal. The women organizing the ritual

would see to it that she was included in the group’s ‘sacramental chocolate’.

Account was also taken of group preferences. This was most apparent for the
Moon Circles with their more stable population of participants. Vanilla and rose
were favourite scents and citrus was often found irritating. This was factored
in when planing a ritual. The women in Ottawa do not consider discomfort and
physical abnegation necessary elements of religious experience ... quite the
contrary: “all acts of love and pleasure are my sacraments”, says the Goddess
and the Charge of the Goddess (Farrar & Farrar 1984:42-3) explicitly states,
and these women agree to:

Listen to the words of the Great Mother (...) ye shall dance, sing,

feast, make music and love all in my praise. For mine is the ecstasy

of the spirit, and mine also is joy on earth, for my law is love unto

all beings. (...)

Let my worship be within the heart that rejoices; behold, all acts of

love and pleasure are my rituals. And therefore let there be beauty

and strength, power and compassion, honour and humility, mirth

and reverence within thee.

If pleasure is a sacrament then this speaks to the sacredness of the body and

to its moral good (4). For most of these women, no more liberating a
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theo(a)logy could be devised then to liberate them and their bodies from the

moral strictures and disapproval they felt themselves under before encountering

the Goddess.

|) BEAUTY: These women see beauty as both a component of the setting and
a comment on the effect of the ritual. A strong sense and appreciation of the
aesthetic qualities of a setting, a text, an altar setup, behaviour, dress, speech
or song is apparent in this community of women. There are no explicit norms
of beauty but nevertheless something must contain more than efficiency and
efficacy for it to be ‘beautiful’. This could be quality, workmanship, uniqueness,
or any other ‘extra’ component that provides evidence of a special care and
concern given by the ritualist. But beauty is also the *fit’ or ‘effectiveness’ of a
ritual, the fact that it ‘worked’ and was meaningful. In this, ‘beauty’ resembles
‘truth’ or‘realness’: an intrinsic worth evidenced but essentially undefinable and

individualistic.

Borrowed and adapted from the Navaho Beauty Way is this blessing which
women in Ottawa use quite often woven into rituals, used as a stand alone
‘smudging’ (5) prayer or as a silent meditation:

There is beauty indeed

There is beauty indeed

Before me, there is beauty
Behind me, there is beauty
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Above me, there is beauty
Below me, there is beauty

To my left, there is beauty

To my right, there is beauty
All around me, there is beauty
Within me, there is beauty

I walk in beauty

I walk in beauty ...

m) MEANINGFULNESS: A ritual that a participant feels has no personal meaning
for her is perceived by her as a waste of her time. Since meaning is a personal
thing, this can be a rather amorphous criterion. No consensus is guaranteed:
I have heard women who attended the same circle say both: “Well that was a
waste of time” and “That was incredible ... the energy was really there tonight.”
Meaningfulness is therefore more a characteristic of an individual’s reaction to
a specific ritual than an inherent quality of the ritual itself. Nevertheless, some
women have enough mastery of metamorphic language and / or trance
induction techniques to craft a ritual which permits the greatest number of
participants to find personal relevance in the words and images provided. These
women acquire a reputation which leads to well attended rituals, but I found no
other benefit for them other than the respect accorded them for their skills. For
example, their status or degree of authority were not enhanced or lowered
because of their ritual skills. Amber is a case in point: a shy, quiet and petite
woman, she had a beautiful voice and a delicate and romantic style in both

ritual text writing and ritual space decorating. News of her leading a ritual
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travelled quickly through the Full Moon Circle network and her rituals were
always very well attended. Outside of circle, Amber was almost invisible. She
had no apparent ambition and sought no special recognition or power, nor was
she sought out for her opinion or asked to take on leadership responsibilities.
For these women, skills in one area do not necessarily translate into privilege

or status in another area.

n) EMOTION: Women feel that emotions must come into play or else they will
sense a lack of meaningfulness in a specific ritual. Elicited emotion is a marker
of effective participation and no specific emotion or range of intensity is
forbidden. Catharsis is welcome, only ‘faking’ is prohibited. The same is true of
exhibitionism and voyeurism: it has to be real, it has to be personal, it has to
be spontaneous. Neither ‘drama queens’ nor ‘pity parties’ are appreciated.
Nevertheless, if someone finds herself in crisis, she can expect those around
her to support her, even for the ritual to change in response to her, but she
‘better not abuse’ the situation or those around her or she will find herself not
knowing when or where the next ritual is to occur. Some themes or ritual
scenarios may become taboo if they act as triggers: "When so and so is there,
we don‘t do such and such”. It's a way for the women to protect themselves

from a type of abuse which they perceive as possible.
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A ritual leader that leaves women in crisis after a ritual won't be asked to lead
group ritual again. Mind you, allowance is made for inexperience and a senior
ritual leader will step in and modify the ‘atmosphere’ to re-establish ‘safety’.
Sometimes it’s the core members that take on this responsibility for a specific

group. Ideally, no one goes home in crisis or unmoved.

0) SONG: Participation in ritual through song and dance (any movement
actually) is appreciated by these women, in part because it introduces variety
into the ritual format. It also affords additional ways of engaging the body with
the ritual process. Women are fascinated by what they discover they can do:
breath work leading to trance, skill at leading others through an experience,
singing, and creating a closer sense of belonging when harmonics and
harmonies ‘work’. Unfortunately, the strongest and most skilful singers no
longer participate. Some have moved away or are now circling with a private
group of friends. Nevertheless, if someone could teach the songs or lead the
women in song again, there would be a large number of women learning them

and singing them anew.

At one point in the mid 1990's, an informal song group formed under the
leadership of Pashta Marymoon. It met in a private home, once every month,

to learn the chants and songs that had been circulating in the Goddess
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spirituality communities of North America. This song group lasted for over three
years and the Ottawa Women’s Song Book is one result of it. As well, Around

the Goddess has a song group that sometimes sings at women'’s events around

Ottawa.

Women will compare the individual merits of various venues and ritual leaders
to assess which circles are most suitable for their needs. Fault is not found with
the circle so much as with a lack of fit between expressed need and what is
provided. The Ottawa women (like the majority of Pagans in Ottawa) vote with
their feet and some events are poorly attended and some venues rarely used.
The filthiness of the Occult Shop basement was tolerated only because no other
space was then available BUT it was often mentioned when commenting on the

cleanliness and comfort of the Hungry Eye space.

It should be noted though that the women using the Hungry Eye were
encouraged to have a lot to say and do in making the space used for ritual fit
what they wanted and needed. Some women would arrive early to wash the
linoleum floor, vacuum the rug, tidy up the bathroom and make sure the
dishes were washed and tea made and generally spruce up the space and make

it welcoming (sort of like getting the church hall ready before service).
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For these women, much of what makes a house a home constitutes the comfort
of ritual space. Thus there is a domestic quality to ritual preparations and the

ritual sponsor needs to be a good host(ess).

2. WHAT WAS OPENLY CRITICIZED:

Much of what the women found unacceptable has already been mentioned.
Nevertheless, some specific behaviours and circumstances need to be
emphasized. Physical discomfort of any kind that is not a necessary or
unavoidable component of a ritual will be minimized or avoided. Even an
initiation is not expected to be an ordeal or dangerous and there is a sense that

physical discomfort will actually impede the successful experience of ritual.

Emotional discomfort, on the other hand, can be and is valued as a marker of
‘realness’ and catharsis is often sought in ritual. Nevertheless, a ritual leader
that is perceived as manipulating the production of strong emotional responses
during ritual in a ‘gratuitous’ or coercive manner will be labelled ‘power hungry’

or ‘cruel’ and she will not be welcomed as ritual leader again.

Anything that gives no room for individual choice (either pro or con) is
considered a form of abuse of power. Thus any imposition on others, be it from

the ritual leader or a participant in circle, is a potential source of discomfort
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because of the implicit (and sometimes explicit) injunction against rejection of
someone’s point of view, so any attempt at coercion is considered impolite at
best and reprehensible at worst. Since women are free to participate or not,
and generate themselves that to which they participate, there is an internal

regulating mechanism to minimize discomfort: one simply walks away.

3. QUESTIONS OF AESTHETICS AND PLEASURE:

The position value explicitely attributed to physical comfort is linked to the ritual
value attributed to pleasure. The ritual setting, be it private or public, must be
more than clean, comfortable and safe. It must also be aesthetically pleasing.
Flowers and plants are important, and there is a strong preference for ‘natural’
things rather than synthetics, ex: instead of using silk flowers in winter, real
flowers will be found or else plant materials appropriate to the season will be

used.

These women joke about being ‘magpies’ with their ‘pretty pretties’. Most of
them have a somewhat romantic sense of aesthetics with a strong preference
for Art Nouveau and pre-Raphaelite images and articles. ‘Finds’ of second hand
or reproduction candle holders, vases, serving dishes, chalices, and jewellery

will be recycled by them as ‘goddess appropriate’.
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Most of these women have a strong preference for artisan /craft / hand-made
things (candles, textiles, altar tools, etc) and things which are old (family
heirloom or ‘antique’). They want to connect to an object’s history and to the
people involved in producing and using the object. Objects which provide this

connection are spoken of as being ‘yummy’, ‘real’, and ‘beautiful’.

There is also a strong sense of whimsy in their choices: a child’s plastic sparkle
fairy wand is just as appropriate as a hand carved willow branch or an
expensive gem incrusted silver wand. Ritual isn't supposed to be ‘grim’ and

‘proper’ even if it is serious business.

The comfort extends to food. Alcohol, if the group accepts it, is a pleasure as
well as an appropriate ritual drink. But alcohol is not required, it may even be
absent from public open rituals because of AA and other concerns, but in small
groups or private groups, it is often an important part of feasting and
socializing. Alcohol use is always moderate: 1 bottle of wine for 6-9 people
over 3 hours, 1 - 2 bottles of cider or beer per person for the evening, and

designated drivers are important.

Ritual is considered hungry making: having no food available is considered a



119

breach of etiquette and a problem since food ‘grounds’ in the here and now. It
is considered especially necessary if the ritual has been very trance like and can

thus be considered a part of ‘safety’ like the designated driver.

Feasting is for these women an important part of ritual and socializing. It is
almost always ‘pot luck’ or else the ritual leader will have distributed a list of
preferred items for the next ritual in hopes that everyone will bring something.
If something is necessary to ritual, these women believe that it is better if the
leader brings it herself since there is no way to predict if anyone else will bring
it. An inside joke states that predicting or controlling Pagan behaviour is too

much like herding cats...

It is in the definition and handling of pleasure that the body first appears as a
necessary and recognized component of ritual. This body has to be fed, it also
has to be dressed, and this, appropriately. Even though no coercion could
conceivably be applied, norms do develop. Dress for ritual is casual and
comfortable. If someone has come directly from work, it is not unusual for
constricting clothing to be exchanged for something more comfortable, ex:
nylons are taken off, shoes come off, sweaters and afghans are made available

since blood pressure and body temperature go down when in trance, etc.



120

In the circles, the perception of self as body develops in a complex context
oriented by “customs” derived from text and from fashions as well as by

personal habits and history.

Wiccan “canons” recognize gender and age as appropriate labels for bodies and
... for practitioners. As far as these women are concerned, the close distinction

between maiden, mother and crone applies to all women including the Goddess

or goddesses.

Beyond this, the body is most explicitly associated with enjoyment of life rather
than guilt, and pleasure rather than punishment. This is one of the places for
differentiating Wiccan and Goddess oriented rituals from Christian religious
traditions and attitudes. An implicit distinction is made between the carnal, the

sensual and the sexual and it remains positive.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SPEAKING THE BODY

I - TEXTUAL ANALYSIS:

A mythos is more than a rational system of values.
Symbols speak to both the conscious and unconscious
mind, uniting rational awareness with our deepest
nonrational knowledge, rituals enhance the power of
symbols because they involve the body, the source of
our deepest feeling. Rituals and symbols play an
important role in human life because, as Zsuzsanna
Budapest writes, “that whi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>