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ABSTRACT: In late summer 2018, beauty chain Sephora announced the
release of a “Starter Witch Kit” in collaboration with fragrance company
Pinrose. By September, Sephora announced it was cancelling the prod-
uct after receiving extensive criticism on social media, particularly from
Modern Witches. This article examines the uproar surrounding
Sephora’s Starter Witch Kit as it played out on Twitter. The debate on
Twitter included Witches protesting the appropriation and commodifi-
cation of their sacred traditions, as well as outsiders who questioned the
right of Witches to complain about spiritual theft. This Twitter debate
was an opportunity for Modern Witches to substantiate and legitimize
their identities as Witches. Witches distinguished their identities as
“authentic” by mocking certain products and consumers, and demar-
cated practices/traditions as distinctive of Witchcraft by calling them
sacred. By accusing Sephora of spiritual theft, Witches also largely elided
their own engagement with appropriation from religious traditions.
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I n August 2018, beauty chain Sephora, in collaboration with fra-
grance company Pinrose, announced the release of a “Starter
Witch Kit” that included tarot cards, white sage, a rose quartz crys-

tal, fragrances, and an instructional guide advising how to “create and
cleanse your ceremony space, charge your crystal, read your tarot card
and anoint your fragrance.”1 Similar to beauty and wellness companies
like goop, Sephora’s marketing intertwined consumption and religious
practice (often coded as “spirituality” in advertising).2 The imagery and
language used to promote this product simultaneously built on stereo-
types of witches as wicked, green-skinned sorceresses and the popularity
of commercialized New Age spirituality. The promotion of Witchcraft
and “ceremony space” transformed an everyday beauty routine into
a meaningful ritual, and distinguished the Starter Witch Kit from more
mundane fragrance sets. In September, however, Sephora cancelled the
Starter Witch Kit (hereafter referred to as simply “the Kit”) after receiv-
ing extensive criticism, largely through social media. Several religious
communities accused Sephora of appropriating their practices, but I
focus on the Modern Witchcraft community, broadly defined.

I use a broad definition of Modern Witchcraft to recognize the
diversity among contemporary Pagan Witches, but some unifying char-
acteristics include polytheism, reverence for nature, and valuing
ancient knowledge.3 The Pagan community is difficult to delineate,
especially since many practitioners are fluid in their self-
identifications, or dislike labels.4 Offline, some Witches self-identify
as Pagans or Wiccans, and consider this a religious identity. Other
Witches do not consider this to be a religious identity. Some Twitter
users in this online debate identified as Wiccans, and others as Witches.
Wicca was referred to as a culture in some Twitter responses, and
a religion in others. Some even used the Starter Witch Kit debate to
proclaim their outlook on the issue of whether Witchcraft is a religion
or a culture. For example, @anne_theriault wrote, “Being a witch isn’t
a religion. There are no induction rites.”5 In contrast, @stellathered
wrote, “Witchcraft or Paganism (or however you refer to it) is a religion.
One with actual practices and guidelines.”6 There was little consensus
on what those people participating in this debate called themselves
(e.g., Witches or Wiccans), or to what exactly they belonged (a religion
or a culture), but taking a stance on the Kit allowed adherents to define
Witchcraft’s elusive boundaries.

Although many different groups expressed distaste for Sephora’s
Witch Kit online, this article primarily focuses on tweets from self-
identified Witches who consider Witchcraft to be a religious practice,
and who framed their offense using the language of religion or sacred
practices.7 This Twitter debate performed several significant tasks for
those involved. By demanding others to respect their religion, Witches
asserted the legitimacy of Witchcraft. Modern Witches also made claims
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for tarot cards, sage, and other products as exclusively belonging to
Witchcraft. Finally, individual Witches substantiated and distinguished
their identities by articulating criteria for what constitutes an “authentic”
Witch.

Scholar of South Asian religions Tanisha Ramachandran identifies
a pattern—whereby companies produce products, communities express
offense, and companies apologize—which she calls a “discourse of
protest.” Through cycles of protest and apology, communities put forth
“assertions of authenticity, ownership, identity, and authoritative
claims.”8 Taking the Twitter debate about Sephora’s Witch Kit as a case
study, I apply discourse analysis to reveal how issues such as appropria-
tion, ownership, authenticity, and commercialization operate in Modern
Witchcraft. Philosophers Jeremy Carrette and Richard King suggest the
importance of analyzing who benefits from commercialized construc-
tions of spirituality.9 Although Sephora attempted to exploit spirituality
for profit, the ensuing debate allowed Witches to benefit, as protesting
the Kit legitimized their identities and authenticity. Modern Witchcraft
has fluid borders as to who belongs, what Witches believe or practice,
and ongoing debates regarding appropriate sources for inspiration. For
alternative religions lacking clearly articulated doctrines, online dis-
course reveals the negotiated process of establishing orthodoxy. Vague
boundaries of orthodoxy are more explicitly delineated during periods
of controversy.10 In this article, I demonstrate that Witches’ complaints
about the Kit functioned to police the borders of Witchcraft. Although
Witches may occasionally struggle to define explicitly what all commu-
nity members practice or believe, in this debate, Witches posting on
Twitter pointed out what Witchcraft is not.

Previous studies have analyzed how practitioners reconcile
Witchcraft’s relationship with commercialism.11 Building on analyses
of Pagan responses to books, movies, and television shows, I demonstrate
how core themes still resonate as Witchcraft representations emerge in
the beauty industry.12 This study is broad in that there were few criteria
for inclusion beyond simply posting a tweet, but narrow in that I only
analyzed responses concerning a specific product (the Starter Witch Kit)
and community (Witches). Witches remain divided over commercial-
ism. Religious studies scholar Todd LeVasseur argues, for example, that
Reverend Billy’s Church of Stop Shopping is oriented against “an
oppressive capitalist, white supremacist, speciesist system” that exploits
“the poor, communities of color, and Earth.”13 Many Witches posting on
Twitter denounced Sephora with similar language, aligning themselves
with other oppressed communities. However, the counter-promotion on
Twitter of “real” Witchcraft stores demonstrated the impossibility of
entirely escaping consumerism and highlighted that Modern Witches
still integrate commercial consumption into their identities—they sim-
ply wish to do so on their own terms.
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The Starter Witch Kit debate differed from past debates over com-
mercialized Witchcraft in that cultural appropriation became a central
theme. “Appropriation” became an effective term for asserting owner-
ship over practices and allowed Witches to express victimization.
However, while Witches accused Sephora of misappropriation, some
critics accused Witches of doing the same. The role of appropriation
in discourse among Witches is significant for understanding the broader
development of contemporary spiritualities, many of which claim to
draw from “diverse but internally interconnected fields of practices.”14

Following sociologist of religion David Feltmate’s “social possibilities”
paradigm for studying new religious movements, the Starter Witch Kit
episode deepens understanding of how communities approach prac-
tices that they do not solely possess.15 In this case, Witches posting on
Twitter asserted ownership of certain practices, and by claiming that
these traditions were sacred and theirs, they sought to restrict access to
outsiders and legitimize their claims of ownership. Growing conversa-
tions regarding cultural appropriation impact debates surrounding
commercialism. I demonstrate how individuals seek to assert exclusive
ownership over traditions and practices, and in some cases, side-step
their own accusations of appropriation.

RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES AND ONLINE DISCOURSE

Modern Witchcraft’s minimal organizational structures prompt re-
searchers to look to practitioners rather than leaders, which is useful for
understanding any diffuse community. Further, the internet enables
scholars “to reach hidden populations.”16 Some Witches are still in the
“broom closet,” and even those who are not necessarily hidden repre-
sent an “imagined community,” defined by political scientist Benedict
Anderson as configurations of people who may never meet each other,
but who imagine themselves as constituting a cohesive group.17 Many
Witches are solitary practitioners, and those who are not belong to small,
loosely structured groups.18 Although Witches may physically interact
with their co-religionists infrequently, virtual spaces allow individuals to
connect with the larger Witchcraft community by expressing their views
and having their opinions validated.19 Discourse analysis of tweets shows
how an imagined community collectively responds to larger issues. In
this particular online debate, Witches negotiated authenticity by defin-
ing who could be a vendor of Witchcraft products and labelling potential
purchasers of Sephora’s Witch Kit as inauthentic.

A discourse-centered analysis reveals how orthodoxy is constructed
and how boundaries of belonging are formulated. Reflecting
Witchcraft’s emphasis on personal spirituality, sociologists Helen A.
Berger and Douglas Ezzy argue that Witches are their own “ultimate
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authority,” adding that “no central authority . . . can excommunicate or
deny an individual the right to claim that [they are] a Witch.”20 The
internet’s similarly decentralized nature produces “the phenomenon of
‘instant experts.’”21 Within decentralized communities/spaces, “the real
work of aligning with or distancing from other users occurs in dis-
course.”22 The Starter Witch Kit debate revealed which vendors, ideas,
and traditions Modern Witches wished to align with or distance them-
selves from. Witches used Twitter to express their belonging to
Witchcraft, articulate their visions for why Witches should (or should
not) protest the Kit, and outline Witchcraft’s “authentic” characteristics.
Religious organizations are “discursively and materially co-enacted by
various actors” through performances in digital spaces as Twitter users
speak for themselves but also claim to speak on behalf of and represent
all Witches.23 (Throughout this article, I use the term “user” as a short-
ened version of “Twitter user,” or more specifically, people who voiced
their opinion about Sephora’s Starter Witch Kit using this social media
platform.) Identity affirmation and boundary negotiation are particu-
larly important for members of new religions.24 Digital and social media
allow people to “articulate their identities and subvert existing identity
representations.”25 Discourse analysis of the constellation of Twitter re-
sponses helps to understand how orthodoxy and identity is constructed
within Witchcraft. In this particular Twitter debate, Witches distin-
guished their identities in contrast to what they perceived as a trivializing
depiction put forth by Sephora. By rejecting the stereotypes embodied
by the Kit, including green-skinned sorceresses who are powerful (but
also feared) and superficial spiritual seekers, users opposed their com-
munity’s representation by Sephora and Pinrose and offered preferred
visions of authentic Witchcraft.

METHODOLOGY

Discourse analyst Stephen Pihlaja’s “discourse-centred approach” in
digital spaces begins by identifying “drama,” or spaces/topics where
debate occurs.26 Drama episodes allow scholars to place specific debates
within larger contexts of community interactions. Identifying the Kit as
a drama episode, I entered “Sephora Witch Kit” into Twitter’s search
function and monitored activity from 31 August 2018 to 1 December
2018.27 During the first two weeks, around one hundred new relevant
posts appeared per day. The rate declined considerably over September,
with only one new post per day by October. I monitored activity over the
following weeks, but the debate mostly occurred in the immediate days
after the Kit was announced and following its cancellation.

All tweets (1,619) addressing Sephora’s Witch Kit were coded accord-
ing to different categories. I was concerned with patterns of
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argumentation, such as reasons for opposition/support, the language
used to position identity, and calls for action. Most of the users partici-
pating in the debate expressed distaste for the Kit, with 1,145 tweets
coded as negative. Within this category of negative tweets, 332 accused
Sephora of appropriation, 66 tried to redirect business towards other
vendors, and 261 mocked the Kit’s potential purchasers. Only fifty tweets
were coded as positive, with some of these suggesting that the Kit was
potentially valuable for improving the public’s perception of Witchcraft.
Sixty-one tweets with no clear stance were coded as “unclear.”

Several news articles also provided brief glimpses into the Twitter
uproar.28 Considering that some users re-tweeted these articles, they also
likely spread awareness about the Kit. Sixty-two users re-tweeted articles
reflecting no clear stance on the Kit, while 390 users disseminated stories
coded as negative.29 In terms of discourse analysis, such articles rarely
offered new information, and most simply quoted users’ tweets. The
debate also played out on Witchcraft-centric sites such as The Wild
Hunt and Pagan blogs on Patheos.30 While these stories offer important
reactions, they largely echo the same themes found on Twitter, and are
not this article’s primary focus.

Employing discourse analysis, I compared tweets within and across
each category to understand how individual opinions contributed to an
overall community outlook among Modern Witches.31 Recognizing the
need to contextualize discourse-centered online ethnographies with
additional data, in this article, I draw on studies of similar quarrels
(i.e., commercialism or appropriation) to explore this debate about the
Starter Witch Kit.32

I relied on self-identification to discern which responses came from
Witches. In some cases, self-identification was explicit, such as
@Kendra_theSleepy, who wrote, “Myself and other ACTUAL witches
find this incredibly disrespectful.”33 In other cases, identity was inferred
based on how a user framed their reason for disliking the Kit. For exam-
ple, @noimalex wrote, “@Sephora is trash for . . . selling these. . . . It’s so
disrespectful to the craft.”34 It seems reasonable to assume that @noi-
malex felt disrespected, identified as a “follower” of the craft, and there-
fore is likely a Witch. This debate involved participants with diverse and
complex identities. Some identified as practitioners of Witchcraft, but not
as belonging to a particular religion. Others identified as practitioners of
African-derived traditions like Haitian Vodou, which can—but does not
always—fit under Paganism’s umbrella. Some protests came from mem-
bers of indigenous communities, many of whom would not consider
themselves Pagans. How Paganism overlaps with these groups is the
subject of ongoing discussions,35 but I confine my analysis here to re-
sponses that specifically invoked Witches, including responses from
Witches and those who criticized Witches for feeling offended by the
Kit and its advertising.
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POSITIONING PAGAN IDENTITY

This section introduces the online debate by presenting several
tweets representative of the negative responses from Witches. On
10 September 2018, @MaidenBarbara wrote, “Fuck off co-opting, appro-
priating & trying to sell fake spirituality . . . you don’t get to cash in on
witches.”36 Another user, @astrolyss, wrote, “DO NOT appropriate a cul-
ture as sacred as Wicca. . . . Wiccans don’t practice our religion for the
attention of looking ‘cool.’”37 Many Witches invoked the term “sacred”
in their tweets to claim ownership of, and thereby protect, certain prac-
tices. Kathryn Lofton, a specialist in religion and popular culture, argues
that scholars should pay more attention to “what believers (and consu-
mers) consider sacred.”38 While objects are not inherently sacred, this
debate reveals how and why this status is sometimes ascribed. Without
specifically identifying what makes Witchcraft sacred, Witches on Twitter
who called their traditions sacred could more easily justify feeling of-
fended that the Kit was being marketed to “outsiders.” Although Witches
held no formal ownership over the Kit’s contents, on social media, simply
asserting that traditions are sacred was a popular (and arguably effective)
protest strategy.

Amid Witches protesting Sephora’s misappropriation of Witchcraft,
some Twitter users (101 tweets) pointed out that Witches have similarly
engaged in appropriation. The Starter Witch Kit’s white sage was the
focal point for this aspect of the debate. Prominently used in some
indigenous communities, some Witches also integrate sage smudging
into their practices.39 Although some Witches acknowledged that mul-
tiple communities/traditions use the materials included in the Kit, most,
like @MaidenBarbara—who wrote, “you don’t get to cash in on
witches”—suggested that these practices belong exclusively to
Witchcraft.40 Some Witches even defended this ownership claim
through an ancestral lineage, such as @astrolyss, who wrote, “this is
NOT what the ancestors of our religion would want.”41 Sociologist
Courtney Bender similarly observes among spiritual practitioners that
ironically, individuals who themselves combine diverse traditions to con-
struct their identities simultaneously critique others for appropriation.
Protesting the Starter Witch Kit became a means of asserting ownership,
as Witches demarcated certain practices and materials, including tarot
or sage, as exclusive to Witchcraft, eliding that some of these practices
(as some users noted on Twitter) were adopted from other religions or
cultures.

Competing ownership claims partly result from Witchcraft’s outlook
on borrowing. Sociologist of religion Douglas E. Cowan describes Wicca
as an “open-source” religion.42 Members justify this ideology in numer-
ous ways. For some, deities of different pantheons are interpreted as
“different manifestations of the same forces.”43 For others, belief in
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reincarnation means one’s current ethnicity is not all that important.44

Suzanne Owen, who specializes in contemporary indigenous traditions,
explains that some Druids see Lakota traditions as “living examples” of
what may have occurred in ancient Europe, offering models for con-
structing new rituals.45 Among spiritual practitioners in the diffuse meta-
physical movement, Courtney Bender finds similar strategies of past lives
and “nostalgic imaginaries” to justify borrowing from cultures to which
one does not immediately appear to belong.46 Connecting themselves to
religions and traditions across time and space, Witches do not see them-
selves as appropriating but rather as part of an oppressed group whose
practices have been stolen (in this case, by Sephora).

Several Twitter users pointed out a double standard, since Modern
Witches may have engaged in borrowing the very practices and sacred
items they accused Sephora of stealing. One lamented, “The layers of
hypocrisy and denial it must take to be a white girl witch who is mad
about the Sephora witch kits.”47 In a frequently re-tweeted blog post,
Adrienne Keene discusses a larger history of appropriation in which
Pagans have served as culprits, adding that Etsy returns almost two thou-
sand hits on a search for “smudge kit” (a portion of which comes from
Pagan vendors).48 Echoing this outlook, @avraham suggested on Twitter
that Modern Witchcraft “is largely based on cultural appropriation. . . .
[Witches] took and twisted indigenous culture to make it a white [peo-
ple] trend.”49 Similarly, @boxerhole added, “Crazy how a bunch of white
women are getting mad . . . like their entire religion isn’t frankenstined
voudu [sic]/bruja/Native American religious aspects that they appro-
priated.”50 Although many more tweets (332) accused Sephora of appro-
priating Witchcraft than accused Witches of committing appropriation
(101 tweets), this debate suggests a future challenge for practitioners
who draw on diverse traditions.

Witchcraft’s open-source model faces challenges when outsiders
(i.e., Sephora) appropriate what insiders see as “their” symbols.
Protesting Sephora’s Kit on Twitter, @Kendra_theSleepy wrote,
“Wicca/witchcraft IS NOT [a] trend. . . . Keep to your beauty and we will
keep to our OWN practice.”51 Those who asserted that “Witchcraft is not
a trend” or who insulted Sephora’s targeted audience of “spiritual
dabblers” sought to reinforce their own authenticity. Anthropologist
of religion Laurel Zwissler calls Paganism a “ritual-laundering outfit,
removing the baggage of cultural misappropriation from ritual elements
outside . . . white, Western culture.”52 Just as Druids reinterpret Lakota
traditions, Paganism is used by others to justify borrowing. Sephora’s
Starter Witch Kit represented another instance of “laundering,” as upon
purchase, one could borrow smudging from Witches rather than indig-
enous communities. In their protests against the Kit, Witches marked
various practices as sacred, and most importantly, as belonging to
Witchcraft, firmly stating that these practices are not a trend that
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outsiders can adopt or borrow. Claiming to be victims of appropriation
also allowed Witches on Twitter to side-step allegations of their own
appropriations from other traditions. This strategy bolstered
Witchcraft’s legitimacy, by declaring that it is a religion worthy of
respect, but it also presented drawbacks. If Witches argue that outsiders
should avoid appropriating traditions that insiders deem sacred, then as
critics note, Witches must also refrain from co-opting others’ traditions.

COMMODIFICATION OF THE CRAFT

The commercialization of Modern Witchcraft, from popular books
for beginners, fictional movies featuring witches, or the fragrance Kit
under discussion here, represents an ongoing, complex debate among
Witches. Pagan author Lucie DuFresne encapsulates the tension that
frames this issue: “Does our embracing of popular culture really
strengthen our movement and public acceptance . . . or does it eat away
at the edges of our credibility and draw others to the community for the
wrong reason?”53 While acknowledging some benefits of Witchcraft
becoming more popular and visible, DuFresne does not clarify what
might be considered to be the “right” reasons to practice Witchcraft,
or more importantly, who sets the rules. Sociologist Douglas Ezzy defines
“consumerist Witches” as “those who are not feminist, do not question
contemporary attitudes towards sexuality . . . [and] do not raise concerns
about the environment,” implicitly outlining several “right” values of
Witchcraft.54 In this section, I analyze Twitter responses to the Kit that
traversed a spectrum from “Witchcraft should never be sold” to “big
companies can help our image.” Near the center of this spectrum, and
significant for constructing orthodoxy and authenticity, are Witches who
protested Sephora specifically as a vendor, claiming instead that “only
these places” can/should sell Witchcraft.

Witchcraft has been described as a reaction to disenchantment, or
the rise of science and rationalism in modernity, which eliminated ap-
peals to magic or religion to explain phenomena.55 Many Witches
respond to disenchantment by rediscovering magic, seeking to make
the world more meaningful and mystical, and by rejecting aspects of the
mainstream world, such as commercialism. At one extreme, some
Witches on Twitter declared Witchcraft as distinct from commercialism,
such as, @Kendra_theSleepy, who accused Sephora of “using an
ACTUAL RELIGION for profit,” calling this “outrageous & offensive.”56

The distinction that this user and others draw between religion and
profit intends to elevate Witchcraft as a “legitimate” or “real” religion,
and therefore distinct from commercialism. Beyond the obvious reality
that material goods must be purchased to facilitate certain religious
practices (and that commercial activity may result in profit at various
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points in the supply chain), protests against Sephora highlight ongoing
tension among Witches concerning appropriate relationships between
religion and commercialism.

Many users argued that Sephora’s Kit, emblematic of commodified
spirituality, represented a lack of respect for Witchcraft, especially as
many Modern Witches are still “mocked, judged and threatened” based
on their identities.57 To accent Witchcraft’s marginalization, twenty-one
tweets glibly noted that Sephora would never sell a Catholic, Muslim, or
Buddhist Starter Kit, but readily commodified Witchcraft. These parody
Kits referenced in several tweets represent “culture jamming,” or
“strategically using satire . . . and reimagining dominant messages about
consumption” to accentuate that Witchcraft was being unfairly disre-
spected.58 In regards to other religions whose traditions are mass-
marketed to outsiders, Ramachandran highlights several cases in which
companies have co-opted Hindu imagery.59 One also finds Buddha sta-
tues as decorative commodities at stores throughout North America.60

Regarding postural yoga, religious studies scholar Andrea Jain notes that
commercialized practices sometimes preserve connections to religion,
but the two are often divorced entirely.61 Resembling these and other
cases, Witches protested their religion being commodified and mass-
marketed, arguing that this represented a lack of respect for
Witchcraft as a religion.

Religion is shaped by complicated commercial processes, and the
evaluations that communities make concerning consumption.
Anthropologist Laurel Kendall observes that among East and
Southeast Asian communities, factors like craftspersons’ training or
quality of materials determine an object’s “subsequent career as an en-
souled and agentive thing,” with higher-quality products having greater
significance.62 Responses from Witches on Twitter to Sephora’s Kit
reveal further interconnections (and tensions) between religion and
commerce. Among Witches, some popular authors are celebrated for
promoting Witchcraft’s public acceptance.63 Other authors however,
and in particular, one who targeted their books at a younger teen audi-
ence, have been criticized as greedy and inauthentic.64 More broadly,
some Witches are religious entrepreneurs who write books, offer classes,
and profit by selling supplies.65 However, not all such figures are judged
equally. While market success can potentially increase one’s religious
authority and influence, success occasionally decreases credibility. The
Starter Witch Kit debate further demonstrates how commercialism in-
tersects with presumed authenticity. Although Sephora—a large com-
pany with no connections to Witchcraft—was quite easily dismissed as
inauthentic, the way that potential purchasers of the Witch Kit were
delegitimized, or the way that alternative products/vendors were legiti-
mized, reveals how authenticity and relationships to commercial con-
sumption are negotiated among Witches.
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SEPARATING THE REAL FROM THE “FLUFFY”

Beyond complaints about Witchcraft being commodified, some
Witches also used the Twitter debate to distinguish their identities as
authentic. Sociologists Phillip Vannini and J. Patrick Williams describe
authenticity as a set of qualities determined as ideal by people in partic-
ular times and spaces.66 Witchcraft’s authentic features do not exist objec-
tively but are constructed through intra-community debates.
Anthropologist James S. Bielo calls authenticity “an organizing trope”
among evangelical Christians, and it played a similar role in this episode.67

Sephora’s Kit became an easy target to critique inauthentic Witches,
thereby revealing the ongoing process of negotiating authenticity.

On Twitter, many Witches objected to the stereotypical perceptions
that Sephora exploited, with twenty tweets highlighting the Kit’s release
coinciding with Halloween.68 One user, @Katerina wrote, “These are
sacred tools, used for sacred practices. Not your fun Halloween en-
tertainment.”69 The dislike that some Witches already hold towards
Halloween icons—like black cats or women riding broomsticks—was
exacerbated by an out-group’s attempt to exploit a sacred holiday for
marketing.

Another thread running through the debate was something known
as the “fluffy bunny” stereotype, which describes practitioners consid-
ered juvenile, inauthentic, and only attracted to the “aesthetics” of
Witchcraft. Witches often blame teens and commercial retailers “for
reducing witchcraft to a sweet, bland, harmless ritual practice.”70

Scholars Angela Coco and Ian Woodward, who study consumption and
authenticity, recall a Pagan gathering in which “fluffies” were discussed,
noting: “Implicit in the discussion was a sense of a ‘them’ who were
seduced by media images . . . and a (serious, authentic) ‘us’ who presum-
ably distanced themselves from such things.”71 The Kit became a marker
of inauthenticity, separating “fluffy” from serious practitioners.
Satirically characterizing the Kit’s targeted audience, @postmortem
called them, “white girls . . . watching [American Horror Story: Coven] once
before deciding theyre [sic] totally a witch now.”72 Similarly comparing
the Kit to a popular show, @jaxlynp called Netflix’s Chilling Adventures of
Sabrina “the netflix/tv equivalent of a . . . skinny white christian
girl . . . thinking its [sic] cool to buy the Sephora witch kit.”73 These
comparisons mark a distinction between “real” Witches versus those
fictional witches seen in popular media, or relatedly, those inauthentic
practitioners who draw inspiration from such programs or purchase
from improper sources. Many users deployed terms like “Becky” or
“white girls” to insult anyone who would potentially consider purchasing
a Starter Witch Kit.74 Sephora’s Kit was thereby combined with other
popular insults to demarcate between authentic and inauthentic practi-
tioners of Witchcraft.
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These reactions also point to larger issues of age, gender, and expe-
rience within Witchcraft. Critiques of “Beckys” and “white girls” are
noteworthy considering that Modern Witches are predominantly female
and white.75 These critiques of the Kit weaponized Witchcraft’s domi-
nant demographic (white women) to assert insincerity and inauthentic-
ity. Comparing Paganism to New Age groups, sociologist Helen A.
Berger notes that the latter are often associated with white, middle-
class women “selfishly focusing on themselves.” In contrast, she empha-
sizes that “no money is required to learn [Pagan] techniques, rituals,
and magical practices.”76 Although demographically these communities
are quite similar, Witches often distinguish their authenticity in contrast
to New Age practitioners.77 Ezzy and Berger find that when Witches
recall their process of becoming Witches, they reflect upon commercial-
ism dismissively. While Witches describe their current practice as serious
and mature, they describe their introduction (through films, television,
or what one informant called a “tacky” spell kit) as juvenile.78 Although
Ezzy and Berger argue that no central authority can deny one’s claim to
be a Witch, this does not stop Witches from mocking others.

This reflects historian of religion Jonathan Z. Smith’s assertion that
“near neighbors” most often require sharp distinctions.79 Jason �Ananda
Josephson similarly describes “exclusive similarity,” or “those acts of
othering that work by excluding on the basis of reputed similarity.”80

Among yoga practitioners, Jain notes that those who attend donation-
based classes or ones that do not require mats construct these traditions
as “better signifying” yoga’s authentic meaning.81 Authenticity is not just
something that one inertly holds but rather something that can be held
over others.82 For older, more experienced Witches, “fluffies” (described
in this debate on Twitter as “white girls”) represent a “near-neighbor”
against which to define one’s authenticity. In the context of religion in
Japan, Josephson suggests that heresy “can be used to fix borders, to
denigrate difference, and to produce otherness.”83 Within the Sephora
debate, Witches posting on Twitter critiqued commercial products to
mark fluffies as heretical and assemble borders on a fluid religion. This
Twitter debate enabled gatekeeping, by deeming certain products and
consumers inauthentic. Through these reflective practices, Modern
Witches dismissed newcomers to legitimize their own current identities.
Mocking anyone who would buy the Kit on Twitter allowed critics to
legitimize and elevate their own identities, practices, and chosen
products.

“SHOP HERE INSTEAD”

Among the 1,145 negative tweets, sixty-six tweets also encouraged
people to buy from different vendors instead of Sephora. Scholar of
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popular culture Jacqueline Botterill argues that consumer culture “is not
bereft of the rhetorics of authenticity, but saturated with it.”84 Indeed,
Sephora’s Kit was intended to be a more genuine or authentic way to put
on fragrances each day, compared to other products. Sephora’s attempt
to appeal to consumers on a deeper, spiritually affirming, level backfired
because Witches deemed the product inauthentic. By recommending
other vendors in their tweets about Sephora’s Kit, Witches distinguished
authentic from inauthentic products. The issue was not necessarily
whether Witchcraft products can be sold, but rather who can serve as
a vendor. Urging people to “buy tarot decks directly from artists,”
@SamGuayArt tweeted links to his favorites.85 Similarly, @crimsonwitch
offered to promote other vendors by re-tweeting their products, adding,
“I want people interested in witchcraft to buy from good sources.”86

Another user, @mykaylah56, used the trending hashtag #sephorawitch-
kit as a platform for self-promotion, hoping to promote others also in the
“non-commercialized witch community.”87 In this instance, “non-
commercialized” did not refer to businesses that eschew profit, but to
demarcate certain companies (generally smaller ones) as more authen-
tic. The alternatives to Sephora that Witches promoted on Twitter re-
presented a rejection of mainstream commercial manipulation and
instead demarcated and promoted “authentic” vendors for Witchcraft-
related goods.

Many Witches posting on Twitter claimed that these alternatives were
superior to Sephora, but there was little consensus over the precise
reasons why certain businesses were superior.88 Unlike the East and
Southeast Asian traditions that Kendall explores, in which high-quality
materials or a craftsperson’s skill contribute to shaping an object’s effi-
cacy/value, Witches on Twitter did not present any clear criteria. One
product made in response to Sephora’s Kit—The Ethical Starter Witch
Kit from Canadian company TheWitchery—demonstrates this lack of
clear criteria.89 Although some cited Sephora’s price ($42 USD) as a rea-
son for opposition—@DJCallohan called this “a massive rip-off!”90—
TheWitchery’s Ethical Starter Witch Kit (advertised as a $80 value “for
only $65”) suggested this was a great price for roughly the same pro-
ducts.91 Some claimed that selling white sage was a reason to boycott
Sephora, but TheWitchery simply stressed the ethically sourced nature
of the white sage included in its own Kit.92 Pointing to another alterna-
tive vendor, @itsdolores wrote, “hit up Divine Intervention Collective! It
literally has the best prices of any spiritual shop,” and added that “its staff
is basically entirely queer.”93 Offering further reasons to boycott
Sephora, @postmortem posted that “small stores with ACTUAL witch-
craft things are DYING because of shit like this!!!!” without clarifying
how/why those products are “actual” Witchcraft things.94 Religious stud-
ies scholar Robert Puckett raises an important detail regarding small-
scale shops heralded as more authentic. “While the retailers of such
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merchandise are almost always fellow Wiccans . . . the manufacturers
may or may not be, and thus may not ascribe any value to these objects
other than their profit potential.”95 In other words, not all shops harvest
raw materials. Many buy goods from manufacturers and simply turn
those materials into products that can be marketed to Witches, high-
lighting that even among “authentic” Witchcraft vendors, profit is
a major factor at many points in the supply chain. A very small number
of Witches (five tweets) took issue with the outpouring of self-
promotion. Tweets proclaiming “if your response . . . is ‘don’t buy this,
buy THIS instead’ you have completely missed the point”96 were in the
minority compared to tweets announcing other places where authentic
goods could supposedly be bought.

By directing others away from Sephora and towards their preferred
retailers, Witches on Twitter were gatekeeping Witchcraft’s authenticity.
Most seized upon some reason to denounce the Starter Witch Kit, but
beyond linking authenticity as inversely related to the size or economic
success of a retailer, there was little clear substantiation for why
Sephora’s Kit was inauthentic. Witch-owned businesses were classified
as “non-commercialized.” Sephora’s “outrageous price” would be rea-
sonable at an “actual” Witchcraft store. Witches could elevate the value
of goods from small-scale retailers and affirm their own authenticity
simply by calling Sephora’s Kit “fake” or inauthentic. Through this dis-
course, Witches protesting the Kit embodied the anti-capitalist typology
of spirituality outlined by Carrette and King, namely, that the pursuit of
profit can be combined with spiritual, religious, or ethical dimensions.97

However, as Witches on Twitter demonstrated, there are perceived
wrong ways to combine religion and commercialism (evidenced by
Sephora) and right ways to do so (evidenced by smaller, Witch-owned
companies).

In contrast to the many Witches opposing Sephora’s Starter Witch
Kit, a small segment of Twitter users (fifty tweets) viewed it positively.
One user suggested that mysticism in general is popular among millen-
nials, and that Sephora was wisely targeting a growing market.98

Sangeeta Singh-Kurtz began her 31 August 2018 article on the business
news site Quartz by announcing: “In some good news for area witches,
Sephora will soon emerge as a mainstream purveyor of witchy
accouterments.”99 For a community that protests its marginalization,
a major company entering the Witchcraft market could suggest a positive
shift. Balancing the competing tensions, @BlackGriffin wrote, “it’s shitty
when a belief system gets merchandised. But that also presumes
acceptance.”100 Singh-Kurtz’s conclusion—“it’ll be a perfect stocking-
stuffer for the aspiring witch in your life”—highlighted an important
aspect of commercialized witchcraft.101 Since most Witchcraft practi-
tioners are converts, Witches must begin their spiritual journey some-
where. In interviews with teenage Witches, Berger and Ezzy found that
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while few became Witches because of Charmed or similar television pro-
grams, many teen Witches knew about them and most had seen at least
one episode.102 These admittedly inaccurate media depictions intro-
duce and reinforce key concepts about Witchcraft upon which novices
can build.103 Recommending Sephora’s Starter Kit as a gift for aspiring
Witches, Singh-Kurtz hints that the beauty and wellness industry could
be added to movies, books, and television shows as things that introduce
Witchcraft to larger audiences.

While many Witches attacked Sephora on Twitter because it is a mul-
ti-national corporation, others suggested that this Kit could have been
beneficial specifically due to Sephora’s size. For example, @latishabev
wrote, “witchcraft culture is hard to come by in the Bible Belt and
suburbia so let these little witches get their start where they can.”104

With over 2,500 locations and an online store, Sephora is far more
accessible than grassroots occult shops.105 Suggesting that the Kit could
have improved the public perception of Witchcraft, Singh-Kurtz added
that “witches have been having a moment” through the growing popu-
larity of certain practices, objects, and a general beauty/fashion aes-
thetic.106 A mainstream company (Sephora) marketing products to
a marginal community (Witches)—and to some who may wish to join
or emulate that community—may precipitate a shift in broader public
acceptance. Some Witches even expressed that they enjoyed seeing their
identity prominently displayed by a large company. Unbothered by the
Kit, @iamkylie added, “I love that . . . witchcraft gets . . . extra time in the
spotlight around Halloween.”107 Although noteworthy, these positive
sentiments were in the minority, indicating that Witches are still largely
averse to mainstream commodification of Witchcraft.

CONCLUSION: COMMUNITY-BUILDING IN ACTION

Considering that many tweets complaining about the Starter Witch
Kit were framed as calls to respect Witchcraft, some interpreted
Sephora’s decision to cancel the Kit as a victory for Witchcraft. Some
articles even attributed the product’s cancellation to the online protests
from Witches.108 One detail that went largely unaddressed was why this
particular product elicited such a targeted response. Kat Von D’s
“Fetish” makeup line (carried by Sephora) contains blush with titles like
“Coven” and “Magick,” yet did not elicit any major protest. In 2018,
Anthropologie carried a “Love Ritual Kit” and a “Spell Kit” (different
varieties of which included rose quartz crystals, sage, and a ritual guide
book), but again, received little to no outcry.109 Expressing frustration
with this reaction, @SpeaksAngie wrote, “It really bothers me that this
community only gets riled up about capitalism when it directly effects
[sic] their sense of identity.”110 Although this user expressed
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disappointment in debates surrounding the Kit, it is common for mem-
bers of subcultures to protest transgressions against their own commu-
nity but remain silent on other issues.111 This self-interest would explain
vitriolic reactions to Sephora’s Kit and silence on “Witchcraft-adjacent”
products. Due to the Starter Witch Kit’s specific language, Witches felt
targeted in a way that more vague references avoid. The term “Starter”
in the Kit’s title also likely triggered controversy. This negative reaction
reflects an age and experience divide in Witchcraft. Due to their pre-
sumed lack of sophistication, young and inexperienced practitioners
offer a foil against which older, more experienced Witches can contrast
their authenticity. Tweets in the debate mocking “white girls” seemed
less concerned with “saving” them from buying this product than with
legitimizing the poster’s own identity.

Coco and Woodward suggest that Pagans “reflexively create
meaning-structures around the production and consumption” of popu-
lar Pagan goods.112 That Witches embrace certain products while reject-
ing others indicates selective encounters with capitalist consumption.
Religious studies scholar Nicole Karapanagiotis compares two
International Society for Krishna Consciousness temples in the United
States to highlight competing views regarding the use of digital technol-
ogy to attract newcomers.113 While some ISKCON temples permit
“diluted” means of introduction to foster mass appeal, in the Twitter
debate about the Starter Witch Kit, Witches overwhelmingly suggested
that mainstream attraction was entirely inappropriate and undesir-
able.114 Although Witches profess an open and malleable religion, the
Witches posting on Twitter about the Kit demonstrated allegiance to
a more rigid selection of permissible practices and vendors.

The Starter Witch Kit debate highlights how many young, predomi-
nantly female, practitioners position their religious identities relative to
capitalist consumption. Lofton suggests that the success of Oprah
Winfrey’s marketing is based on eschewing “religion” in favor of non-
dogmatic “spirituality.”115 Similarly, Sephora sought to capitalize on
a market of spiritual seekers, marketing its Starter Witch Kit using such
vague “spiritual” terms as ceremony, cleansing, and anointing. However,
Witches tweeting in protest of Sephora’s attempt to profit from “real
religion” demonstrated that this approach backfired, at least among one
community, and revealed that some Witches value a more rigid adher-
ence to religion (over spirituality). Demanding that Sephora and other
outsiders respect their distinct religious tradition, Witches used Twitter
to assert Witchcraft’s legitimacy. Sacredness operated as an effective,
280-character means to assert legitimacy and explain why their traditions
should be respected.

Cultural studies scholar Galen Watts argues that self-spirituality is less
individualistic and narcissistic than many scholars assert, and has an
“ambivalent rather than congenial” relationship to capitalism.116 The
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uproar among Witches concerning this product reveals this commu-
nity’s ambivalent relationship towards capitalism. Modern Witches used
the Twitter debate about the Kit to define their authenticity, which was
expressed through (selectively) rejecting commercialism, or rather, re-
jecting one large company while promoting many small ones.

The growth of self-spirituality suggests that more individuals will
build their identities by borrowing from and blending diverse traditions.
Similar to Witchcraft, Watts argues that “spiritual but not religious” mil-
lennials are defined by a belief that all religions are the same at their
core, drawing on multiple traditions to construct a spiritual identity, and
emphasizing personal intuition as a means of authority.117 As practi-
tioners of new religions blend and borrow to construct practices and
identities, members of those religions from which they borrow may
protest this appropriation. The Starter Witch Kit debate reveals how
practitioners may defend, or rather side-step, their practices of borrow-
ing. Through their protests on Twitter, Witches staked a claim for tarot,
sage, and other practices as belonging to Witchcraft. Any potential alle-
gations of appropriation against Witches were avoided by declaring own-
ership over these practices, and positioning Witchcraft as a marginalized
victim of oppressive forces—in this case, Sephora. There was little
explicit reflection regarding Witchcraft’s roots as a spiritual path that
promotes borrowing. Instead, Witches re-purposed the Kit as a marker
of their marginality and a rallying cry to end this marginalization.

The Starter Witch Kit debate was also significant for allowing Witches
on Twitter to assert their authentic selves. Matthew W. King, who spe-
cializes in Buddhism, proposes that scholars of religion and economics
should center desire in their analyses.118 Witches reacted specifically
because they did not desire the Kit. However, that the Kit was undesirable
can be read inversely to understand what Witches do desire, such as
authenticity, and local businesses owned by Witches. While Lofton high-
lights the community-building power of joining others “in their liking,”
this episode demonstrated how community can equally be formed
through shared disdain.119 In this Twitter debate, various targets (e.g.,
Sephora or “Beckys”) were denounced, and Witches asserted authentic-
ity by stating what they were not. By denouncing certain products or
identities, Witches legitimate their current practices and authenticity.

Media and cultural studies scholar Andrew Ventimiglia uses the anal-
ogy of religion as a binding agent to explain how intellectual property
helps to form, solidify, and define a surrounding community.120 Unlike
the Urantia Book and community on which Ventimiglia’s comments are
based, Witches lack formalized structures. Witchcraft may be persistently
challenged by the fact that no single organization or author can claim to
“own” the materials, practices, or ideas that the community values.
However, the Starter Witch Kit protest on Twitter operated as a tempo-
rary binding agent. This debate was not long-lasting, evidenced by the
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initial high volume of tweets about the Kit, and a subsequent decline of
interest after several weeks. Pagan studies scholar Wendy Griffin argues
that public displays even in brief episodes provide “a form of legitimacy
that comes from perceiving oneself to be part of an ongoing, productive,
visible group.”121 Scholar of digital religion Heidi Campbell suggests
that blogging is also a way to construct and perform identity through
a process of self-identification.122 Posting tweets about an issue and
engaging in discourse with other Witches helps to confirm identity and
facilitates a process of solidifying a sense of belonging. In the span of
about a week (and with no central institution directing traffic), Witches
on Twitter largely decided that the Starter Witch Kit was problematic.
Despite minor strands of discord in the debate (e.g., is Witchcraft a reli-
gion or just a practice, is it appropriate for Witches to use white sage,
from where else should Witches buy their materials), Witches tended to
agree that the Kit amounted to a disrespectful appropriation of
Witchcraft. This discourse on Twitter provided a “trending topic” or
focal point, allowing Witches to chime in, thereby asserting identity,
belonging, and authenticity.

Discussing The Family International’s migration to digital spaces,
Claire Borowik suggests that online community models place fewer de-
mands on members and deconstruct traditional boundaries of member-
ship. The lines between insider and outsider become blurred as digital
spaces transform the degree to which people belong to and participate in
new religions.123 This blurred organizational model already partly de-
scribes Witchcraft’s decentralized nature. The suggestion that other reli-
gious communities will adopt this structure with the increase of digital
connectedness highlights the importance of the Starter Witch Kit debate
on Twitter in understanding community and identity in digital spaces.
The Starter Witch Kit debate offers one example of how community is
discursively formed online. Berger notes that despite a lack of centralized
institutions, “through reading the same books, people come to share a life
world in which the terms of discourse, the way covens are organized, and
the way rituals are enacted . . . become increasingly similar.”124 Social
media provide additional platforms through which consensus-building
can occur, as intra-community discourse constructs Witchcraft’s worldview
regarding appropriation, commercialism, and identity.

Chris Miller, University of Waterloo, chris.miller@uwaterloo.ca
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