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Abstract

Organized Asatru is estimated to include no more than 20,000 mem-
bers worldwide, and between 1,000 and 3,000 in Denmark, but it is
well known that there are people outside organized groups who
identify as Asatru. Yet no one knows how many, who they are, and
in what they believe. Here, we examine the demography and spiri-
tual life of this broader group of Asatru for the first time. Of 23,326
participants from a Danish national cohort group (EXICODE), 94
(0.40%) self-identified as Asatru, which extrapolates to 15,000-23,000
Asatru individuals in Denmark alone. Compared with other Danes,
matched by age, gender, and ethnic/cultural background, these self-
identified Asatru respondents tend to be single younger males with
lower income and education. This invisible group of Asatru shares
several characteristics with the more visible organized Asatru, includ-
ing active spiritual lives, a tendency to turn to nature, and opposition
to the church. Importantly, our data indicate that the vast majority
of self-identified Asatru exists in unorganized, fluid, and less visible
forms. Indeed, we argue that Danish Asatru may best be understood
as a pyramid with different levels of investment and organization,
ranging from a few highly invested and organized neopagan Asatru
at the top to a much wider group of less invested and unorganized
cultural Asatru at the bottom.
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Asatru is usually researched as an international movement of people who
organize in groups to worship the Old Norse gods, but it is well known that
people outside these groups identify as Asatru. The number, demography,
and spiritual life of these individuals are largely unknown because they are
unaffiliated with any Asatru organization and therefore difficult to study
(Amster 2015, 47). We call them the invisible Asatru. It should be noted that
we use the term Asatru following the Danish terminology, in which Asatro/
Asatru is used to denominate both the movement, for example, ‘Asatru is
a movement’, and its members, for example, ‘they are Asatru’. Studying
this group requires a sociological survey, but a large sample is necessary
given that the number of self-identified Asatru probably represents a small
proportion of the population in most countries. In 2022 a sample of 23,326
randomly selected individuals was collected by the EXIstential COhort DEn-
mark (EXICODE) project. The survey included the option to self-identify as
Asatru (Stripp et al. 2022a). The dataset includes 94 self-identified Asatru in
Denmark. We analyse the data on this unique sample in this study.
Individuals who become Asatru practitioners tend to grow up like other
individuals in secular societies with a dominant Christian cultural heritage,
but it is unclear why they choose to become Asatru. Although previous re-
search indicates that Asatru mainly consists of young males with a northern
European ethnic background, little is known about how these individuals
distinguish themselves from individuals with similar demographic profiles
(age, gender, ethnicity). In this EXICODE study we therefore compare the
invisible Asatru with age- and gender-matched Danes who maintain their
ethnic and cultural identity in Protestant Christianity. The vast majority
of Danes (85%) belongs to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark,
with 99 per cent of members ethnic Danes. To examine their spirituality, we
compare the invisible Asatru with both secular and devout Protestants. Our
aim is to address four important questions: How many individuals identify
as Asatru outside organized religion? What are their socio-demographic
profiles? What distinguishes their spirituality from Danes with similar
demographic profiles? What is their relationship with Christianity?

Background: Asatru in Denmark

A dual identity in pre-Christian and Christian culture

Most Danes today identify with both a pre-Christian and a Christian cul-
tural heritage (Schjedt et al. 2022a). This dual identity was instilled in the
population during the nineteenth-century national romantic movement by



THE INVISIBLE ASATRU 83

thinkers like N. F. S. Grundtvig and Adam Oehlenschlager, who promoted
the idea that Denmark’s pre-Christian past was integral to Danish national
identity. As part of the nineteenth-century nation-building project, they
argued that Danes had a magnificent past before Christianity, and that the
pre-Christian spirit remained essential to the contemporary Danish national
character (Bonding et al. 2021, 16). Evidence of this national character was
found in the Old Norse myths about the gods and their eternal struggle
against the giants.

The notion of a northern antiquity as a valid alternative to Greek and
Roman antiquity worked as a strong nation-building narrative (Bending et
al. 2021), but thinkers like Grundtvig and Oehlenschlager did not see Old
Norse culture and mythology as an alternative to Christianity. Instead, they
envisioned an alliance between Thor’s hammer and the Christian cross, a
dual identity that defined what it meant to be Danish. Grundtvig main-
tained that the Old Norse gods served as role models for the secular life
of Danes, while Christianity offered salvation and spiritual truth (Bending
et al. 2021). Although this pagan—Christian alliance was controversial at
the time, and something with which Grundtvig struggled in his personal
worldview (Auken 2012), the understanding that there was no conflict
between Christianity and Asatru was gradually normalized in the Danish
population. The dominant identity in Christian culture in Denmark today
tends to coexist with a less pronounced but equally robust identity in Old
Norse culture (Schjedt et al. 2023).

A continuum of Asatru

The term Asatru emerged in northern Europe in the 1970s to describe the
neopagan practitioners of Old Norse religion (Icelandic: dsatrii; Norwegian:
dsatru; Swedish: asatro; Danish: asetro). Beginning in Iceland, these neopa-
gans gradually formed local, regional, national, and international networks
during the 1990s. In Denmark and in other northern countries, however,
the nineteenth-century national romanticists had already popularized the
concept of Asatru. Grundtvig used the term Asaleere (doctrine of the Aesir) to
describe the pre-Christian influence on the Danish national character (1807),
and Adam Oehlenschlager was the first to use the term Asatru to describe
belief in the Old Norse gods (1836). Much like modern neopagan Asatru,
this early version of Asatru celebrated individual freedom and responsibil-
ity, nature, and virtues like courage, strength, and action. This overlap is
still present in contemporary Danish society: neopagan Asatru individuals
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appear to share many values, attitudes, ideas, and a pre-Christian identity
with hundreds of thousands of Danes who, to varying degrees, celebrate
Old Norse culture and mythology (Schjedt et al. 2022a; 2022b; 2022c; 2023).
Building on the concepts of cultural religion (Astor and Mayrl 2020) and cul-
tural Christianity (Iversen 2005), Schjodt et al. refer to this broader spectrum
of identity, beliefs, and values as cultural Asatru (Schjedt et al. 2023). They
argue that the relationship between neopagan and cultural Asatru is fluid,
with different levels of belief, commitment, and organization ranging from
the few neopagan practitioners organized in small sacrificial groups to the
many secular individuals who passively identify with Old Norse culture
and mythology as part of their cultural heritage. Whether this study’s in-
visible Asatru resembles organized neopagan Asatru or a broader cultural
Asatru is important for understanding the complex nature of Asatru as both
a spiritual and cultural phenomenon.

Research questions: Identity, size, demography, and spirituality

The unique context of Asatru in Denmark poses several important questions
about the prevalence, demography, and spirituality of individuals who
explicitly identify as Asatru without committing to any organized practice.

First, do the invisible Asatru embrace a dual identity with Christianity,
or do they reject Christian traditions? On the one hand organized neopagan
Asatru practitioners tend to position themselves in opposition to Christian-
ity, rejecting monotheism and Christian dogmas, which they believe portray
humans as weak, sinful, and under the control of God’s will (Amster 2015,
53; von Schnurbein 2016, 88). On the other most ethnic Danes embrace
Christian traditions and hold positive views of the church and its traditions
(Andersen and Liichau 2011, 88). If the invisible Asatru resemble neopagan
Asatru practitioners, they may be inclined to reject the church'’s traditions.
However, if they match the profile of most secular ethnic Danes, they may
endorse both traditions as part of their dual cultural heritage.

Second, how many individuals identify as Asatru? Previous attempts
to count the number of Asatru individuals have focused exclusively on
organized Asatru, but no accurate estimates exist because of the scarcity
of reliable data. However, in a non-peer-reviewed report cited by several
academic studies (cf. Skjoldli 2024, 538; Cragle 2017, 78; Snook et al. 2017,
43) Karl Seigfried estimates, based on self-identification and the weighing
of data, that there are 36,000 Asatru worldwide (Seigfried 2014). Another
informal estimate by one of the leading experts in the field suggests that
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there are no more than 20,000 Asatru individuals worldwide (von Schnur-
bein 2016, 88). In Denmark estimates indicate that there are approximately
1,000-3,000 practitioners organized in local and regional groups within the
Asatru community, the blétlaug (Warmind 2007; Begelund 2008; Pedersen
2016). The precise figure remains uncertain because of the transient nature
of these blotlaug, which frequently emerge and disband over time (Warmind
2007). However, the number of individuals who identify as Asatru must at
least be equal to and probably larger than the number of organized Asatru
practitioners. If we conceptualize Asatru as a pyramid with different levels
of investment, where the top represents the few highly invested practition-
ers who organize in Asatru blétlaug (1,000+ in Denmark), and the bottom
represents the much larger group of minimally invested individuals who
endorse a kind of cultural Asatru (100,000+, if not millions) (Schjedt et al.
2023), it is reasonable to assume that the number of unorganized individu-
als who identify as Asatru (the invisible Asatru) lies somewhere in between
(10,000+).

Third, who are the invisible Asatru? Most studies show that organ-
ized visible Asatru mainly attracts young males of northern European
ethnic origin (Kaplan 1996, 199; Gardell 2003, 153; Warmind 2007; Amster
2015; von Schnurbein 2016, 89), although considerable variation exists
between Asatru groups (Cragle 2017). The data are generally inconclu-
sive or lacking regarding employment and education. In a convenience
sample of 2,700 Asatru worldwide Cragle observes that their unemploy-
ment rates surpass national averages (Cragle 2017, 92). Unfortunately,
his analysis of education levels does not include comparative national
data. Importantly, no studies have examined unorganized self-identified
Asatru. If this group of individuals serves as a potential recruitment
base for organized Asatru in Denmark, we may expect them to share a
similar demographic profile.

Fourth, how spiritual are the invisible Asatru? Most scholars perceive
organized visible Asatru in Scandinavia as a new religious movement
whose spiritually active members have a marked reverence for the spiritual
forces of nature (Strmiska 2005; Gregorius 2008; Asprem 2008; Pedersen
2016; Rood 2020). The extent to which the invisible Asatru share this
profile is unknown. Again, if the invisible Asatru serve as a recruitment
base for organized Asatru, we may expect them to share similar spiritual
characteristics.
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Methods: Sampling the invisible Asatru

The EXICODE data were originally collected by researchers from the
University of Southern Denmark to investigate the relationship between
existential and spiritual needs and health in Denmark (Stripp et al. 2022a;
2022b). They invited 104,137 randomly selected Danes via the national
social security register (CPR register) to participate in the survey, yielding
a sample of 23,826 who answered all the central questions (Stripp et al.
2023). The EXICODE survey asked the participants to describe their faith
(‘if a believer, which faith?’, offering eleven response categories, including
‘Catholic’, ‘Protestant’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Asatru’, and so on. The 94 individuals who
answered ‘“Asatru’ to this question are the current study’s focus. It should be
noted that “Asatru” was only included as a response category because of a
single comment in a pilot study. Yet more participants identified as Asatru
in the final questionnaire than Jews and Hindus, for example. We are aware
that many labels exist to denote a kind of identity in Norse paganism, and
that ome individuals may have distinct preferences. Jane Haug Skjoldli,
who recently examined the variation in religious self-identification, found a
reluctance to identify with the term Asatru in the American context because
of its religio-racial connotations, but this hesitation was not present among
Nordic respondents (Skjoldli 2024, 548).

In addition to socio-demographic variables such as gender, age, income,
and marital status, the EXICODE study included several items on spiritual
beliefs and practices, including church attendance, meditation, prayer,
religious experiences, afterlife beliefs, and nature worship. It is the socio-
demographic data and these variables that we analyse in this report.

Despite its enormous size and meticulous sampling method, the EXI-
CODE data cannot be said to be completely representative of the Danish
population. The respondents were on average older, more educated, and
wealthier than the general population, and female respondents were over-
represented. At the same time ethnic/religious minorities such as Hindus and
Muslims were underrepresented. It would therefore be difficult to interpret
any direct comparisons between the self-identified Asatru and the entire
EXICODE sample. Instead, we decided to compare the self-identified Asa-
tru with Danes who shared a similar profile in three theoretically relevant
demographics: age; gender; and ethnic/cultural background. The Asatru are
known to consist primarily of young (age) males (gender) with a northern
European ethnic background brought up in majority Protestant Christian
societies (ethnic/cultural background) (Kaplan 1996; Gardell 2003; Warmind
2007; Amster 2015). While age and gender can easily be matched, the EXI-
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CODE did not collect specific data on ethnicity. However, 8,059 respondents
self-identified as Protestants in the EXICODE sample, and as 85 per cent
of ethnic Danes are members of the Protestant Lutheran Church, and its
members consist of 99 per cent ethnic Danes, we decided to compare the
Asatru with matched individuals in age and gender who maintained their
ethnic and cultural identity in Protestant Christianity.

To examine the spirituality of the Asatru, we compared them with both
devout and secular Protestant Danes by splitting the matched Protestant
participants into three groups based on their response to a single vari-
able, "How big a role does God play in your life today?’ (on a scale of 1
to 10, where 1 was ‘no role at all’, and 10 was “a very big role’). To ensure
reliability, we randomly selected matched Protestant participants for
each of these groups in a ratio of one to three relative to the small sample
of 94 Asatru participants. There were therefore 282 participants in each
Protestant group. It should be noted that the unusual composition of pre-
dominantly younger males among the Asatru compared with Protestants,
who were generally older and female, dramatically reduced the pool of
matched Protestants, especially among the most devout Christians. The
specific division of the three contrast groups was therefore as follows:
secular Christians (answer = 1/'no role at all’); mildly devout Christians (an-
swer = 2-4); moderately devout Christians (5-10). This uneven distribution
on the 10-point scale was because relatively few Protestant participants
rated God’s role in their life as high, reflecting a well-known general lack
of belief in God in Denmark (Andersen et al. 2019). Respondents rating 10
(‘'very big role”) down to 5 had to be included to get the 282 most devout
Christian respondents when matched with the Asatru respondents in age
and gender.

Estimating the size, demography, and spirituality of self-identified Asatru

First, to estimate the total number of Asatru in the Danish population, we
used the margin of error to calculate the interval of the population estimate
based on the 94 self-identified Asatru among the 23,826 respondents in
the EXICODE dataset. Second, to describe the socio-demographics of the
Asatru respondents, we reported frequency distributions of age, gender,
education level, income, and family status (Table 1). Third, to compare the
spirituality of the Asatru with the matched groups of Protestant Christians,
we reported and analysed data from 11 items. Nine items were selected
from the Danish translation of the Sp REUK-P questionnaire (Biissing et al.
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2005) probing participants’ religious, spiritual, and existential practices: ‘I
go to church’; ‘I turn to nature’; ‘I pray’. SpREUK-P uses a four-point scale
(‘regularly’, ‘sometimes’, ‘seldom’, ‘never’). The last two items were ‘Yes/
No/I don’t know’ questions about ‘belief in the afterlife’, and whether the
participants had ‘had a supernatural/spiritual/mystical experience’ (Table 2).

The EXICODE's extraction of data from the Danish social security reg-
istry does not allow subgroups of fewer than five participants. Response
categories to some items were therefore collapsed. For example, very few
Asatru go to church, so for the church attendance question three of the
response categories (‘seldom’, ‘sometimes’, and ‘regularly’) had to be com-
bined. Similarly, ‘missing’ is included in ‘never’. Finally, to determine if the
Asatru individuals differed from the three groups of Protestant Christians
in the 11 spirituality items, we performed x? tests on each item to test their
pairwise difference (Table 2).

Results: Size, demography, and spirituality

First, we calculated an estimate of the total number of Asatru in the Dan-
ish population, using the margin of error. As the 94 Asatru made up 0.40
per cent of the entire EXICODE sample of 23,826 respondents, the margin
of error at the 95 per cent confidence level was .08 per cent. The share of
Asatru in the Danish population was thus estimated to be between .32
and .48 per cent. As the total population over the age of 18 at the time of
the data collection was 4.72 million, we estimated the number of Asatru
in the Danish population to be somewhere between 15,000 and 23,000
individuals. It should be noted that this estimate is associated with con-
siderable uncertainty because of various biases in the EXICODE dataset
(see discussion).

Second, to better understand what distinguished the invisible Asatru
from Danes with a similar ethnic cultural background, we compared their
socio-demographics with those of the Protestant Christians (Table 1). As
expected, the group of Asatru (M=46.4 years, 72% males) differed consid-
erably from both the total EXICODE sample (M=55.7 years, 44% males),
and their Protestant Christian counterparts (M=55.7 years, 44% males).
Compared with the matched Protestant Christians, the Asatru respondents
generally reported lower education and income, and a marked tendency
to live alone (Table 1).
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Table 1. Socio-demographic differences between Asatru individuals and matched
Protestant Christians.

Moderately Mildly

Asatru devout devout Sec.ulfa r
- - Christian
(N=94) Christian Christian (N=282)
(N=282) (N=282)
Age (years)
Mean 46 47 47 47
Range 18-76 18-87 18-87 18-79
Males (%)* 72 72 72 72
Education (%)
7 years 31 11 17 11
12 years 42 46 39 55
15 years 28 42 44 33
Income (%)
Low 39 22 13 20
Medium 39 37 38 35
High 21 40 49 45
Living status® (%)
Living alone (yes) 40 26 22 29

*EXICODE only included two response options on sex and living status (male/female;
living alone/living with someone.

Third, to compare the spiritual life of the Asatru with moderately and
mildly devout, and secular Protestant Christians, we reported the response
frequencies of the 11 items on spiritual life from the SpREUK-P scale
(Table 2). Generally, the three Christian groups showed an expected and
remarkably consistent pattern in relation to each other: far more spiritual/
religious commitment among moderately devout Christians; far less com-
mitment among secular Christians. Overall, Asatru individuals resembled
mildly and moderately devout Christians more than secular Christians in
most spiritual beliefs and practices except for church attendance: the Asatru
attended church services significantly less than even secular Christians.
The Asatru ‘thought about the meaning of life’, and they ‘worked to real-
ize themselves’ to a greater extent than secular Christians, falling somewhere
between mildly and moderately devout Christians. They participated in
body-mind exercises (e.g. yoga and mindfulness) more often than all three
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Table 2. The spiritual life of the Asatru individuals compared with Protestant
Christians (%).*

Moderately Mildly

Asatru devout devout CShe C.ui.ar
n=94 Christian Christian 1:25 812an
n=282 n=282 "

I reflect on the meaning of life.><

Never 15 4 7 23

Seldom 25 12 34 37

Sometimes 43 51 51 28

Regularly 18 33 8 11
Twork on my self-realization.©

Never 22 18 28 43

Seldom 29 26 33 26

Sometimes 32 40 26 23

Regularly 17 16 14 9
Twork on a mind-body discipline (i.e. yoga, qigong, mindfulness, etc.).*><

Never 64 62 68 78

Seldom 12 23 18 12

Sometimes 19 11 9 8

Regularly 5 5 5 2
I turn to nature.*><

Never 25 33 34 48

Seldom 15 22 22 23

Sometimes 26 30 34 21

Regularly 35 15 10 9
I privately pray (for myself, for others).> <

Never 78 16 54 90

Seldom + Sometimes 12 16 31 8

Regularly 11 68 16 1
I go to church/mosque/synagogue, etc. (indicate what is appropriate).>**

Never 77 16 26 63

Seldom + Sometimes + Regularly 23 84 74 37
At home, religious symbols are important to me.>"*

Never 64 37 73 95

Seldom + Sometimes 20 30 26 4

Regularly 16 33 6 1
I participate in religious events (i.e. religious congregations, etc.).>

Never 85 43 83 95

Seldom + Sometimes 9 24 15 4

Regularly 6 33 3 2
I believe in a (my) guardian angel >

Never 64 43 67 87

Seldom 13 16 14 4

Sometimes 13 24 14 6

Regularly 11 18 5 3

Have you ever had an experience that you could not readily explain, and which you would describe
as ‘supernatural’, spiritual, or mystic?**

Yes 51 53 37 17

No 43 33 53 73

Don’t know 6 15 11 10
Do you believe in a life after death?>*

Yes 28 64 26 10

No 36 11 34 69

Don’t know 36 25 39 21

*Each statement is marked with a, b, or ¢, showing whether the Asatru differed from the three groups
of Christians. A x2-test tests whether there is a pairwise difference between the Asatru and moderately
devout Christians (marked with a), mildly devout Christians (marked with b), and secular Christians
(marked with c).
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Christian groups. The Asatru prayed more than secular Christians, but less
than mildly and moderately devout Christians. They reported having spir-
itual/religious symbols in their homes more than mildly devout and secular
Christians, but less than moderately devout Christians, and they believed
in guardian angels to about the same extent as mildly devout Christians.
More than half the Asatru individuals reported having had a supernatu-
ral/spiritual/mystical experience, which was similar to moderately devout
Christians and significantly more than both mildly devout and secular
Christians. They answered “yes’ to believing in an afterlife at the same rate
as mildly devout Christians. Finally, we found a distinct tendency among the
Asatru to turn to nature: more than one in three Asatru reported that they
regularly turned to nature, which differed markedly from all three Protestant
Christian groups. Figure 1 highlights three theoretically important findings.

a) Never attend church (%4) b Have had epirirua] experiences (%)

Secular Mildly  Moderately | Moderately — Asatru Mildly Secular Asatru  Moderately  Mildly

Christian ~ Devout Devout Devout Devout Christian Devout Devout
Christian  Christian Christian Christian Christian  Christian

Figure 1. Three theoretically important insights: a) low church attendance; b) preva-
lence of spiritual experience; c) characteristic use of nature. The tables compare the
Asatru with secular and mildly and moderately devout Protestant Christians (%).
See Table 2 for details.

Discussion

This analysis of the EXICODE data reveals several important insights
about Danes who self-identify as Asatru when given the option. First,
our estimate of 15,000-23,000 self-identified Asatru in Denmark suggests
that the ratio between unorganized invisible Asatru and organized visible
Asatru is approximately 10:1 (it should be noted that it is unlikely that the
EXICODE sample includes participants from the small group of 1,000-3,000
practising Asatru in the organized blotlaug). This estimate indicates that
the number of Asatru in Denmark alone approximates to von Schnurbein’s
earlier global estimate, which posited up to 20,000 practitioners worldwide

¢} Regularly twm to Nature (%)

Secular
Christian
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(von Schnurbein 2016, 88). It is noteworthy, however, that our estimate is
more inclusive than previous estimates, as it counts any individual who
chooses to self-identify as Asatru when given the option. von Schnurbein’s
estimate only includes practising Asatru, and Seigfried’s estimate of 36,000
individuals worldwide only includes individuals who identify exclusively as
Asatru (Seigfried 2014). Indeed, there are many ways to define and delimit
religious affiliation. Extrapolating our 10:1 ratio between self-identified and
organized Asatru in Denmark to the world using von Schnurbein’s maxi-
mum of 20,000 organized Asatru suggests there are approximately 200,000
self-identified Asatru worldwide. Yet there are several reasons a simple 10:1
extrapolation is problematic. Denmark appears to differ from most other
countries, especially outside Scandinavia, with its nationwide identity in
Old Norse history inspired by national romanticism (Schjedt et al. 2022a;
2022b; 2022c), but also with its marked lack of controversy surrounding
right-wing paganism (von Schnurbein 2016, 68). However, any religious
movement will to some extent be structured as a pyramid, with relatively
few highly invested and organized individuals at the top and a larger base
at the bottom of less invested and less organized individuals. The true ratio
for self-identified versus organized Asatru in each country is unknown.
To obtain a more exact international estimate, we clearly need data simi-
lar to EXICODE's from other countries. However, there are serious issues
to consider before we invite other researchers to collect similar data. The
generalizability of the EXICODE data is limited by selection biases that may
obscure the true number of Asatru, including EXICODE’s general sampling
biases towards older, female, highly educated people and those with a
high income. Indeed, we find that the Asatru individuals are younger less
educated males with a lower income — an ‘opposite’ profile to EXICODE's
general sampling bias, which may suggest that Asatru individuals are
actually underrepresented in the EXICODE data. In addition, EXICODE's
identification variable, ‘if a believer, which faith?’, may be specifically
problematic for Asatru because many Asatru associate ‘being a believer’
with a Christian form of religiosity that does not fit Asatru well (e.g. Aziza
2012, 183). The wording of the question itself may therefore have resulted in
fewer self-identified Asatru. However, people with an interest in spirituality
may be overrepresented in the sample because the invitation to participate
in EXICODE included a description of the EXICODE project’s interest in
spirituality. If the Asatru are interested in spirituality as our results indicate
(Table 2), this may have resulted in relatively more Asatru in the dataset
than their true proportion in Denmark. Furthermore, ethnic minorities like
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Muslims and Hindus are underrepresented in EXICODE. Had these minori-
ties been better represented, we would expect a correspondingly smaller
proportion of Asatru in the total dataset. Uncertainties are thus associated
with the number of Asatru in both directions.

Second, our data show that many more men than women identify as
Asatru. This supports previous observations in both Denmark (Warmind
2007; Amster 2015) and internationally (Kaplan 1996; Gardell 2003). How-
ever, some studies show more equal gender distributions in Asatru groups.
For example, Cragle finds that Nordic countries tend to be more egalitarian
(55% men) than the US (65% men) (Cragle 2017, 81-82). Nevertheless, the
observed prevalence of men corresponds with a general observation that
Old Norse culture and mythology in Denmark are typically associated with
masculine virtues such as strength, courage, and initiative (Schjedt et al.
2022a;2022b; 2022c), and that identity in Old Norse culture is often expressed
in male-dominated environments such as sports events and the Danish
army (Joensen 2011; Frisk 2017). Compared with Protestant participants
with a similar gender, age, and ethnic profile, Asatru attracts younger, less
educated, less affluent single men — individuals less established in society.
A possible explanation is the anti-authoritarian and countercultural values
and virtues associated with Asatru, such as the celebration of freedom and
the resistance to dogma and the hierarchical organization of power (War-
mind 2007; Amster 2015). Obviously, this particular category of males is
not alone in being attracted to such values and virtues: some women may
resist dogma and hierarchy from a feminist perspective.

The predominance of young and poorly educated males may support
an oft-touted association between Asatru and right-wing anti-government
movements. Internationally, Asatru has been strongly associated with right-
wing ideologies such as white supremacy which appear to attract a similar
group of young less affluent males with a lower degree of education. Indeed,
this link is well established in the context of right-wing extremism (Lubbers
et al. 2002), including right-wing groups in the United States such as the
Asatru Folk Assembly and the popularity of Odinism observed in American
prisons (Kaplan 1996, Hamm 2007). It is impossible to determine if the
observed profile of the invisible Asatru in our sample reflects any particu-
lar political orientation because political views were not recorded in the
EXICODE data. We remain sceptical of any general associations between
Asatru and right-wing ideology in the Scandinavian context because most
Asatru organizations, perhaps especially in Denmark, have explicitly anti-
racist agendas (Pedersen 2016; Rood 2020). Importantly, the marked socio-
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demographic bias towards single uneducated young men raises questions
about the kind of organized Asatru that may attract these invisible Asatru.
Based on their profiles, we suggest that the individuals who identify as
Asatru in our study may act as a recruitment base for the kind of Asatru that
emphasizes masculine virtues, values, and national romanticism, which they
share with the broader cultural Asatru in Denmark. In contrast, individuals
who are drawn to Asatru as part of a more inclusive spiritual worldview
may be less likely to identify explicitly with Asatru before engaging with
Asatru groups, but when they do, they adopt this label as one among several
others, including Wicca, shamanism, heathenry, or paganism (Skjoldli 2024).

Third, their spirituality suggests a more complex story than one of mere
political orientation. Asatru individuals report active spiritual lives, and they
resemble moderately devout more than secular Christians in their engage-
ment with various forms of spiritual practice (e.g. meditation, prayer, search
for meaning, self-realization, guardian angels). Indeed, they report having
had spiritual experiences to the same extent as the group of moderately
devout Christians, for whom God plays an important role in their every-
day lives (Figure 1). Alas, the EXICODE data lack specific details about the
content of these spiritual experiences, but assuming there is an overlap with
neopagan Asatru, they may involve elements related to nature. Indeed, we
find a marked tendency among the invisible Asatru individuals to turn to
nature when asked on a spirituality scale, a tendency that appears to be the
standout characteristic in contrast with Christian Danes (Figure 1). Although
“turning to nature’ can be variously interpreted, it certainly corresponds to
the nature worship found in neopagan Asatru, which perceives nature as
animated by powers and creatures such as aesir, giants, elves, and trolls
(Gregorius 2021, 81). However, nature worship is a complex category that
belongs to a general tendency in Scandinavia rather than being exclusive
to Asatru (Thurfjell et al. 2019; Thurfjell 2020). By celebrating nature and
ecology, neopagans may thus simply have sacralized what may be a general
value in Scandinavia (Gregorius 2021, 81). Whether the invisible Asatru
individuals are influenced by secular or neopagan nature worship when
they express their affinity with nature remains an open question, but our
analysis shows a link between nature and Asatru that is clearly distinct from
both secular and devout Christian Danes.

Finally, the only spiritual question on which invisible Asatru individuals
rate lower than even secular Christians is in church attendance (Table 2).
This exception to an otherwise active spiritual life is interesting because, like
other ethnic Danes, Asatru individuals are brought up in a Christian society
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that routinely celebrates annual traditions and life cycle events related to the
church such as Christmas, Easter, baptisms, weddings, and funerals. If the
invisible Asatru endorsed a dual identity based on both pre-Christian and
Christian cultural heritages, we would expect them to go to church with the
same frequency as other ethnic Danes, especially given their overall level of
spirituality. The distinct lack of church attendance may reflect an opposition
to Christianity, which they would therefore share with the neopagan Asatru
practitioners, but not with the cultural Asatru in Denmark, for whom there
is no conflict between Christian and pre-Christian traditions.

In conclusion, by focusing on self-identified Asatru, we find that the
number of Asatru in Denmark alone is the same as previous estimates of
the total number of Asatru followers worldwide. Rather than understanding
Asatru as a purely religious movement, our findings suggest that the vast
majority of Asatru, at least in Denmark, exists in a more fluid, unorganized,
and less visible form. Nevertheless, the invisible Asatru appear to match
the profiles of neopagan Asatru in both demography and spirituality. They
are primarily single young men with relatively low education and income,
and active spiritual lives. We therefore argue that these invisible Asatru may
constitute a necessary recruitment base for Asatru organizations, which must
exist not only in Denmark but in other countries with Asatru practitioners.
By extension, we propose that the observed ratio of approximately ten un-
organized invisible Asatru to one organized visible Asatru may represent
the best point of departure for a global estimate of Asatru numbers.

We argue, however, that invisible Asatru represents one of the upper lev-
elsin alarge pyramid of Asatru in Denmark, ranging from the relatively few
members of the officially recognized Asatru communities to the hundreds
of thousands of Danes who identify with and celebrate Old Norse culture
and mythology. The levels of this pyramid are dynamic, with individuals
climbing up and down its different levels, from reading about the Old Norse
gods in school, becoming fascinated with Viking culture, and joining com-
munities that celebrate Norse mythology to entering and leaving local Asatru
groups and official organizations. In this dynamic system it is important to
distinguish between the Asatru first proposed by the nineteenth-century
national romanticists as a complementary worldview to Christianity, which
today constitutes a kind of cultural Asatru among ethnic Danes on the one
hand and the anti-Christian and highly spiritual neopagan Asatru emerg-
ing in the 1970s on the other. Although the widespread cultural Asatru in
Denmark differs, it surely supports the neopagan movement by cultivating
the identity, beliefs, values, and virtues associated with Old Norse culture
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and mythology in millions of Danes. Indeed, we propose that this study’s
invisible Asatru share the widespread cultural Asatru with other ethnic
Danes but are spiritually closer to the much smaller group of neopagan
Asatru individuals in groups and organizations.
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