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Comparisons between the current election year and 1968 are flying in media land. It makes sense – a country in a seemingly endless war; political repression and surveillance at a peak; and a lot of buzz around certain politicians calling for change. But the comparison worries me. Although 1968 was a year of courageous, earth-shaking acts in the political and social arenas, it was also a time of tremendous violence and state repression. A slogan like “Recreate ’68,” which Denver organizers have coined for the upcoming Democratic National Convention, is a dangerous spell, one that could unconsciously create conditions for more violence and set up an “us vs. them” dynamic. In fact, the whole election cycle can put much of the country into a trance-like state that keeps us from engaging in meaningful transformation. 

I use the language of magic consciously – spell, trance, transformation. As a witch, my spiritual path guides my actions and how I see the world. I use the practice of magic, which has been defined as “the act of changing consciousness at will,” to create intentions that carry me through my life. I create rituals that direct the flow of energy toward a specific vision. Instead of closing me off, as belief can sometimes do, this path requires that I work to remain open to possibilities. Consciously choosing where to put my attention can be instrumental in shattering the lie that there’s only one way to see things, the ubiquitous mainstream. Media, marketing and politics excel at using these techniques for the opposite effect, keeping us locked into only one way of seeing reality and the acceptable ways to participate in it.

In witchcraft, as well as many other shamanic traditions, the changes that happen through this process are sometimes fast, but more often it’s months or years before results surface clearly. This is challenging when considering another “spell” we have to contend with in our modern times: the spell of urgency. Everything’s got to happen in a flash, including the extraordinary transformation of human society necessary for the continuation of life on the planet. Things are indeed truly dire, but it is a mistake to fall under a limited perception of time; it breeds hopelessness and despair that we cannot possibly succeed. If we are desperately short on time, we can spend all of it just arguing on what’s most important since we couldn’t possibly achieve a complete vision. It’s easy to see how “us vs. them” becomes a reflex if this is the mindset we start out with.

Whether you’re a lefty, socialist organizer, a feminist witch, or a politically engaged Christian, snap judgments about the “other” are the real enemies to our common cause. We all have simple and not-so-simple explanations of why we are here and what’s possible to achieve. We are looking for something to connect us, and paradoxically, this is often precisely what divides us. 

It’s easy to get attached to our ideas and thus lose our openness. Faith – in a political or spiritual path – that only accepts one possible reality has to impose this reality on others, ostracizing anyone with a different view, feeding into a notion of separateness. It’s either X or Y, you’re in or you’re out, with us or with the terrorists. This kind of thinking casts a powerful spell that creates a fractured reality, one where people are pitted against each other in the fight to prove that their way is the only right way. Examples of this fracturing we “recreate” by clinging to labels, definitions and ideologies are many, from the police-protester clashes at the 1968 DNC in Chicago, to Cointelpro. Instead, we might think about how something as simple as language and intention might consciously alter our reality, moving us out of the trance of habitual dualistic thinking toward a very different future.

Over and over again I come back to that Zapatista proverb of “fighting for a world where many worlds are possible” to remind me of the work of this time. Considering these words makes our task easier and more challenging at the same time – easier because it recognizes that we don’t have to come up with a one-size-fits-all solution to life’s puzzles; challenging because it requires that we stay open and flexible in all situations.

Recently, a friend of mine, also a witch, spoke to me about how we are taught that changing this culture is impossible and that the current state of society is the natural, inevitable end of human organization. Even if we don’t believe what we’ve been taught, we fear that it’s true. Sometimes, rather than facing that fear directly, we displace it onto fracturing.

Life is too complex for absolutes and quantifiable explanations. Making space for mystery, the unknowable, is a vital aspect of many shamanic traditions, including modern witchcraft. Making space for mystery within political movements might be necessary if we are to stop recreating the same situations. When we admit we don’t have all of the answers, we let go of our attachment to the idea of how the world should be. This frees us to dream up new creative structures and communities. We might even surprise ourselves.
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