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READING GROUP GUIDE

	 1.	 �Ariel’s experience of childbirth is one of extreme pain and literal scarring. How does this unique 
experience continue to affect Ariel throughout her adult life?

	 2.	 �Western culture envisions success in a linear progression, which Ariel’s professor compares 
to a penis. While Ariel’s first urge is to invert Freytag’s pyramid and “shape [her story] into a 
vagina,” she later concedes and considers “[abandoning] both genitalia . . . when it came to 
envisioning the true shape of experience” (21). Do you identify with one of these descriptions 
more than the others? If so, which one and why?

	 3.	 �The main narrative of We Were Witches is interrupted with moments of warped and blurred 
reality, and with the insertion of spells and fairy tales. How does this nonlinear narrative affect 
your experience of reading the book? In what ways do these deviations contribute to, or poten-
tially hinder, Ariel’s story?

	 4.	 �As a mother, Ariel finds herself in situations where she must lie in order to provide for her 
daughter, Maia. Ariel believes “mothers are the cultural keepers of the lies,” whereas “writers 
are the cultural tellers of the truth” (52). Later, she also says: “A mother’s job is to keep her 
children safe. A writer’s job is to make herself vulnerable” (75).

a)	 Do you agree with Ariel’s assessment of these roles? 
b)	 �How have these two potentially conflicting roles—mother and writer—shaped the 

relationship between Ariel and Maia?

	 5.	 �In Of Woman Born, Adrienne Rich writes, “We have no familiar, ready-made name for a woman 
who defines herself, by choice, neither in relation to children nor to men, who is self-identified, 
who has chosen herself” (71). While reading this passage to her daughter, Ariel acknowledges 
that her own mother did not have any choice in having children, whereas Ariel did. Ariel decides 
that she needs to choose herself as well. What does it mean to choose one’s self, and what are 
the obstacles to such a choice? In the course of choosing another person, place, or thing, can 
you also be choosing yourself?
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“Its own genre, in its own canon.”
KATE SCHATZ

Ariel’s a teen mom, aspiring writer, and  
feminist witch trying to get a college education  

during the first Bush administration. 

Basically, she’s screwed.

“ We Were Witches is one woman’s body refusing to become property,  
refusing to be overwritten by law or traditions; one woman’s body cutting  
open a hole in culture so that actual bodies might emerge. A triumphant  
body story. A singularly spectacular siren song.”  —LIDIA YUKNAVITCH

“ Seizes the shame and hurt internalized by young women and turns it into 
magic art and poetry. Ariel Gore’s writing is a diamond pentacle carved 
into a living heart.” —SUSIE BRIGHT

“ Ariel Gore’s We Were Witches is both magical and punk rock—Gore’s 
protagonist, Ariel, uses witchy intelligence to resist a system totally 
against her.”  —MICHELLE CRUZ GONZALES

“A new feminist classic penned by one of the culture’s strongest authors  
  at her most experimental and personal.” —MICHELLE TEA 

A
riel G

o
re

W
e W

ere W
itch

es

a novel by ariel gore

ARIEL GORE is the author of nine 
previous books of fiction and 
nonfiction and is the founding editor 
of Hip Mama. She’s won an American 
Alternative Press Award, a Lambda 
Literary Award, a Rainbow Award, 
and a New Mexico–Arizona Book 
Award. Her stories and articles have 
appeared in Psychology Today, the 
Rumpus, Ms., Salon, and elsewhere.

She lives in Oakland and Santa 
Fe and teaches online at Ariel 
Gore’s School for Wayward Writers, 
literarykitchen.com.

C aught in the crossfire of  
the culture wars and spurred 

on by nineties “family values” 
campaigns, teen mom Ariel is 
determined to better herself 
through education, taking on 
enormous debt to go to college. 

Ariel wants more than mere 
survival. She wants to be a 
writer, but the overabundance of 
phallocentric narratives in college 
threatens to sink her dream. Amid 
trips to family court and messy 
encounters with her various 
exes, Ariel seeks guidance from 
a multitude of “spirit feminists,” 
from Tillie Olsen to Audre Lorde to 
Gloria Anzaldúa. 

Wryly riffing on feminist and 
literary tropes, We Were Witches 
documents the life and times of a 
demonized single mother as she 
figures out her magic.
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	 6.	 �Ariel becomes close with an elderly woman who describes herself as “always dying and always 
keeping on” (113), a description that appeals to Ariel. What do you think this means? Have 
there been instances in your life when you have been “always dying and always keeping on”?

	 7.	 �Many prominent authors and feminists—such as Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde, and Sylvia Plath—
are present in the book, appearing both in quoted passages and as characters that appear and 
speak to Ariel. What purpose do these women serve in the narrative? How do they complement or 
contradict Ariel’s experiences?
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ARIEL GORE is the author of nine previous books of fiction and non-
fiction and is the founding editor of Hip Mama. She’s won an American 
Alternative Press Award, a Lambda Literary Award, a Rainbow Award, 
and a New Mexico–Arizona Book Award. Her stories and articles have 
appeared in Psychology Today, the Rumpus, Ms., Salon, and else-
where. She lives in Oakland and Santa Fe and teaches online at Ariel 
Gore’s School for Wayward Writers, literarykitchen.com.


