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What People Are Saying About


Feminist Witchcraft


Arguing that witchcraft is inherently political, and that politics is about power, this gem of a book explores the many implications of a truly inclusive, feminist approach to witchcraft. Powerfully written, the author engages with the history and theory of feminist theology and feminist craft in a way that is accessible to all. I found myself, as a queer woman and thealogian, feeling affirmed and inspired on every page.


Kelle BanDea, M.Div, D.Min, author of Modron; Meeting the Celtic Mother Goddess


This is the book we have all been waiting for! Feminism and Witchcraft have been linked together since the early seventies’ feminist movements in the US and UK. Today the long-awaited spotlight has finally thrown its truthful glare on the genocide of women during the so-called witchcraft trials in the Middle Ages — women now are proud to call themselves witches — thanks largely to the feminist movement. But how can you unite the largely political ideology of feminism and the spiritual path of witchcraft into a sacred practice? In this book, the author examines both elements of the title in detail, exploring ways to incorporate traditional elements of witchcraft, such as spell craft and ritual, with political action and, in doing so, starts healing the wounds of patriarchy. A well-crafted and researched book, which clearly illuminates Susan Harper as a powerful advocate for the modern witch.


Thea Prothero, author of A Guide to Pilgrimage


As an initiate in a witchcraft tradition rooted in feminism (and mentioned in this book), I was eager to read Feminist Witchcraft by Susan Harper. This book begins with the history of goddess spirituality movements and the complexity of defining ‘one way’ to practice. The following chapters expand beyond cis-focused early writings and beliefs to include and embrace nonbinary, transgender, and other identities in modern spaces. I appreciated the emphasis on feminist witchcraft as relational and political, helping readers see the value in non-hierarchical thinking. For those tired of the patriarchy’s influence, Feminist Witchcraft can help dismantle that thinking while providing guidance for rituals, spellwork, and activism to inspire change within and without.


Irisanya Moon, Reclaiming Witch and author of Artemis: Goddess of the Wild Hunt and Sovereign Heart, Circe: Goddess of Sorcery, Hestia: Goddess of Hearth, Home, and Community, and many others
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Foreword


It is the afternoon of the Spring Equinox, a damp and fresh March day in 1995. I have been invited to an Ostara celebration at the home of one of the staff at my residence hall at the University of North Texas, along with another of my friends. We’re both relatively new to practicing Wicca, inspired by our readings of Starhawk and Scott Cunningham. We arrive at the cute little bungalow on a side street in our college town and, with some trepidation, knock on the front door. We are greeted by a group of women, most of them in the 30s and 40s, wearing bright tie dye, silver jewelry, and no shoes. We place our potluck contributions on the table in the tiny kitchen, then join the women in the dining room, where we are going to make masks of our faces with gauze strips covered in plaster. Nearby an array of paints, beads, rhinestones, feathers, and other fancy bits are laid out on a table covered in newspaper.


A woman I’ve never met before helps me coat my hairline with petroleum jelly, then begins gently smoothing the wet plaster strips over my face. I can’t talk, because I have to keep my face still under the layers of mask as they’re built. And so I listen. I listen to the laughter of the dozen or so women in the kitchen, in the living room setting up the altar. The sound is musical, magickal, and comforting all at the same time.


Our masks set; we leave them on the table to dry – each of them recognizable, unique, beautiful. We head to the living room, where the window is full of plants, the furniture has been pushed back a bit, and the coffee table has been transformed into an altar. I see all the Wiccan tools – athame and wand, chalice and bell – along with flowers and Goddess figures that I recognize from my recent art history class as “neolithic.”


The priestess at the center creates the circle in the manner I’ve seen in Wiccan circles. We call the cardinal directions – North, East, South, and West – and the elements. The priestess invokes the Goddess, in her forms of Demeter, Persephone, Kore. I take a deep breath and wait for her to invoke the God, as we do in the Wiccan circles I’ve been to.


She doesn’t. I feel my friend look at me with a question in her eyes. I raise my eyebrows and shake my head, equally confused. But as the priestess begins to speak, to tell the story of Demeter and Kore, of the Spring return, I find myself entranced. She leads us on a meditation where we see ourselves as the Kore, returning from our season in the underworld, where we have gone to heal and let go. She talks about the power of women, the power of the Goddess, the power of woman as Goddess. About finding and claiming our own power, rather than drawing power from something outside us.


And it occurs to me, that this is how it should be. That is what I was looking for when I started reading about witchcraft. That this is where I need to be. That this is what magick feels like.


I leave that celebration, many hours later, transformed.


I was 19 years old. And over 25 years later, I can say that my life has never been the same since that moment. That moment when I waited for the masculine form of God to be invoked, and that moment when I realized that my magick was complete without it. That moment when I looked around that living room and I saw the Goddess in the women around me, and they saw the Goddess in me.


I create this book in honor of those women, and in honor of the woman I was then and am becoming, and in honor of all the witches who have helped me grow in my magick, in my politics, and in my understanding these are not separate things.




Introduction


Witchcraft Has Always Been Political


“I don’t know…I just don’t like to mix politics with my religion.”


I can’t count how many times I’ve heard this over the nearly three decades I’ve been practicing Witchcraft and moving in Witchy and Pagan communities. This type of conversation has definitely ramped up in the years I’ve been working on this book, four of which encompassed the Trump presidency in the United States, Brexit in the United Kingdom, the rise of White supremacist and nationalist movements around the globe, and so much else that has shaken the geopolitical sphere. The rise of a visible Witchcraft-based resistance to Donald Trump in the US, led largely by women and people of color, has amplified the discussions of the intersection of politics and religion within a lot of Witchy and Pagan communities in the United States as well. Even in the aftermath (and in the face of a potential resurgence) of Trump, conversations about witchcraft as activism are happening alongside conversations of more conventional Witchcraft topics.


My response is always the same:


You cannot extricate witchcraft from politics, because Witchcraft has always been political.


Politics, as any anthropologist (including me) will tell you, is about far more than parties, elections, and voting systems. Politics at its heart is about power – who has it, who doesn’t have it, how it’s distributed, and who gets to have access to it.


Witchcraft, as any anthropologist (including me) will tell you, is about far more than potions, spells, and incantations. Witchcraft at its heart is about power – the power to influence reality, to exercise control over systems, to shape the world. While witchcraft looks different depending on cultural context, in every known society where witchcraft is found, it is about the ability to exercise power outside of the societally ordained power structure. Even in societies where witchcraft is considered to be universally evil, being suspected of being or known to be a witch conveys power on a person.




	To claim the label of Witch is to claim power.


	Witchcraft has always been, and will always be, political.


	For me personally, my Witchcraft is informed by feminist politics.





I am an anthropologist by training, and as such I always like to start by defining my terms. Feminism is the idea that there is no such thing as a lesser person, that all people deserve equality and dignity regardless of sex, gender, sexual orientation, race, class, or any other status. What differentiates it from other worldviews that also argue for equality is that it centers on gendered oppression, with special attention to the way gender intersects with other identities, as the root cause of many of society’s ills.


I came up through what was euphemistically known as the “Women’s Spirituality” movement of the 1980s and 1990s, and early on appreciated the clearly articulated link between the plight of the Earth and the plight of women. While my feminist politics have evolved quite a bit from those early days – more on that later in the pages that follow – from the beginning I found the idea of using Witchcraft to heal our planet, work changes in the global power structure, recover from the damage patriarchy does to women and girls, and create a most just and equitable world. It’s a work in progress, a mission we might never fulfill, but one in which I still believe deeply.


The relationships I was encouraged to form with other women in the context of Women’s Spirituality of Goddess Spirituality have been some of the most healing and empowering in my life. Learning to see the Sacred as embodied in a feminine form, quite a departure from my Church of Christ upbringing, was a paradigm shifter for me. To be able to see the Divine in the images of Goddesses from across time and across cultures, and then to begin to see that Sacredness in other women, was perhaps the biggest game changer for me in terms of my spirituality and my politics. And so was realizing that other women could see the Sacred in me, were encouraging me to find the Goddess in myself. Being encouraged to find the Sacred in myself as a woman and to see the sacredness in other women around me was a vital first step to healing the layers of personal and societal – even generational – trauma I carried, and I believe at my core that one of the ways we begin to recover from patriarchy is to find the Sacred within ourselves and do it without denying the Sacred within others.


It has been said that whenever women gather in circles, the world heals a little more. That healing, both personal and universal, is at the heart of my Craft. And I extend that healing to work to heal the planet and all that call Her home, to address injustice, to cast our spells and put our bodies on the line for justice and equity, to put our energies toward the better world we want. As we heal ourselves, we heal each other and the world around us – and that is an amazing claiming of power.


If what I’ve written above intrigues you, appeals to you, or gives you feelings, then this book is for you. As I complete this manuscript in the spring and summer of 2024, global forces are at work that are filling many of us with worry, fear, and a sense of powerlessness. At the same time, we are seeing a resurgence in the interest in and the practice of witchcraft in various forms, of witchcraft as a form of resistance to the gathering clouds of political and climate catastrophe that loom on the horizon. The pages that follow are not intended to be prescriptive, to lay out a definitive or end-all and be-all of practice Feminist Witchcraft. Instead, they are an invitation for you to explore ways to (re)politicize your witchcraft practice, to form circles of support and power and resistance, and to step into your power.


Let’s get started. Time is of the essence.




Chapter 1


Foundations


Why Feminism? Why Witchcraft? Why Feminist Witchcraft?


If you’ve picked up this book, it’s likely you’ve read more than one introduction to Wicca or other forms of Witchcraft, and you’re likely asking yourself what makes Feminist Witchcraft different from all of those you’ve read about before. In truth, there are many overlaps with the Feminist Witchcraft I practice and other forms of Witchcraft and Contemporary Pagan spirituality and magickal1 practice. But there are also a few things that set it apart, and it is these specific characteristics that drew me to the practice of Feminist Witchcraft rather than just the eclectic Wicca that is far more common in my Pagan and magickal community. I jokingly say that I came for the transcendence and stayed for the politics, but there’s more than a grain of truth in that jest. I was drawn to Feminist Witchcraft because it made explicit the connection between power and resistance, between transformation in the spiritual world and social change in the physical world, and between the personal and the collective. It was the first overtly political form of spiritual practice I’d encountered – or at least the first one that centered politics that mirrored my own. While I believe that all Witchcraft is at its heart political, choosing to practice a Craft that is intrinsically rooted in feminist politics is what feels most authentic for me.


A Quick Note on Terminology


Throughout this book, there are several terms I will use somewhat interchangeably for the type of Witchcraft I am talking about. I will refer to it variously as Feminist Witchcraft, Feminist Craft, or (sometimes, rarely) Goddess Craft. You will also encounter the terms Feminist Spirituality, Women’s Spirituality, and Goddess Spirituality as you make your way through these chapters, particularly when I discuss historical foundations of Feminist Witchcraft in the United States and other areas of the West. Each of these terms has its own subtle shades of meaning, and I tend to move back and forth among them. The exception is Women’s Spirituality, which I only use when discussing the historical underpinnings of Feminist Craft, because I do not believe that the practice of Feminist Witchcraft needs to be limited to cisgender2
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