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| Women and the Devi] s
| : they
[ Since witches are usually old women of melancholic by tf
f nature and small brains (women who get easi) the I
,f depressed and have little trust in God), there is ng rua
j doubt that the devil easily affects and deceives thejr e o
; minds by illusions and apparitions that so bewilder P ;
them that they confess to actions that they are very far : cred
from having committed. 2 cere
"JOHANN WIER, De Praestigiis Daemonum, 1563 '_ T
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1 HE DESIRE to regulate marriage, to promote chastity withip -
: marriage, to outlaw sexual irregularity or relations outsige thre
marriage, are concepts far from alien to twentieth-cen £ it
thought even if the regulatory apparatus constructed in the sixteenth phy

century has been conspicuously modified. The reformers’ concerns |
are, in essence, central to our understanding. In one major respect,
however, the intellectual climate of the early modern period differs
from our experience: that is, it contained the notion of a world in
which the Devil, demons and evil spirits were omnipresent.

In regard to extramarital sex, the reformers elected the body as the
locus of sin. Furthermore, they were also legatees and perpetuato:s 0
that the human body was a vehicle for spiritual evil since i
,,,le by the Devil or evil spirits who could take poss®
- will. This facility, if it may be so terme®
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Within
utside

.d that Christ himself had cas.t out devils, and in one instance
shoW +ad actually been transferred into a herd of pigs. What the new
hos hurches were not prepared to concede was the ability of a
ume Christ’s role and to exorcize the possessed. Indeed,
d that this celibate tool of the Pope of Rome could him-
¢ of the Devil and that the act of exorcism as practised
by the Roman Catholic Church wﬁas an instance of collusion in which
he Devil's agent could make evil spirits perform. Incantations and
uals, the summoning of Mary and the saints and the physical rites
perfm-med by the priest over the body of the possessed in front of
credulous crowds in this view allied the performing priest with sor-
cerers, wizards and witches in a grisly, diabolic tragi-comedy.>

The Devil, however fictional, has to be conceded a large part in the
history of the two Reformations, and by extension in the history of
women, because his alleged influence created a number of person-
ages, among them the possessed, the heretic and the witch. There
was considerable lack of clarity in the relationship between these

protestant €

rest to ass
they believe
celf be an agen

three, and they could easily overlap. Technically, the first was an

innocent victim suddenly occupied by demons who contested the
physical space of the body. The second adopted false views at the
instigation of the Devil and was dangerous to others, and the third
became the Devil's agent intent on harm on an extended scale. How-
ever, in some areas initially lost to and then regained by the Catholic
church, exorcism of women possessed of Protestant devils became a
great propaganda exercise reasserting the triumph of Rome over
Protestant heresy and enhancing the public reputation of the exor-
cist—if not necessarily his standing among his colleagues. The Jesuit
Peter Canisius in Augsburg in the 1570s carried mmﬂmﬂﬁ
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turn, her tongue loll and eyes roll; parts of her body coyq b
and the whole incident could be made, in Sarah Ferber's WO: ®Xposeg
kind of Punch and Judy show of dominance and submisgio, TS
sessed clearly developed a relationship with her cleric SPOI;lS()
used her to effect on successive occasions.+ “O, Whols G
The “demoniacs” offering themselves for €XOrcism in theg,
spectacles were invariably women, and they were Usually yogrm
Though not numerous, some gained great renown. Ma“he’Brossie :
for example, travelled France and afforded the credulous SPeCtacles ;;‘ E
Protestant devils torturing her body until she ﬁnally incurred the dis. : :..i;
approbation of university theological faculties. Allegedly she il
her life sustained by alms. The Catholic church was not itself in agre s
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ment over the efficacy of exorcism, and the numbers of critjcs -

over the seventeenth century. But why were the demoniacs usually &

women? Eve, with her propensity to listen to the Devi] and her gulli. =

bility, can be summoned as part explanation. In addition, woman’s

alleged lack of rationality, her lack of self-governance and her empty
mind left a convenient space for evil spirits. At once symbol and
metaphor for ignorance and folly, she could be manipulated in the
name of the True Faith by the priest-cum-Svengali, who also gained
fame from his expertise. We can only speculate on the baser instincts
involved in the spectacle of a young girl writhing and exposing parts
~ Women in general, individually and collectively, were regarded as
at risk. The collective possession of the nuns of Loudun showed that
the : - ng the convent wall and that dia-
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ke mensely complex. The witch, or Devil’s agent, was the product
- amalgam of popular beliefs and involute theories emanating
of :;nghe pens of scholars, theologians and lawyers.
ﬁol 1 Thomas Dekker’s The Witch of Edmonton (1658), a fictive witch
nuses on how this label came to be attached to her.
Some call me witch,
And being ignorant of myself, they go
About to teach me how to be one; urging
That my bad tongue (by their bad language made so)
Forespeaks their cattle, doth bewitch their corn,
Themselves, their servants, and their babes at nurse.
This they enforce upon me; and in part
Make me to credit it.

Dekker’s witch is worthy of contemplation. Although the creation of
an author famed for satires involving women who wore the trousers
and flouted the rules, she is subjected to a powerful and not unsympa-
thetic psychological analysis and made the product of a belief system,
a complex process in which characteristics are attributed to her. Thus
“taught,” she assimilates her ascribed role and comes to believe that
her curses and invocations of the Devil can destroy cattle and crops
and human beings.

Witches in this rendering were constructed from without, but they
ultimately colluded in the process. The members of a community
elect the label “witch” for someone they mistrust, credit her with evil
powers and convince her that she is indeed what they say she is. What
made this collusion possible was a common, deeply ingrained set of
beliefs, in magic, in evil and in the ability of the Devil to win disciples
10 do his work. This set of ingrained beliefs co-existed with another




THE PROSPRCT BEFORE HKEnp
340

concentrated on the dismqtinuity of élite Attitude, tOWarg,
acknowledgement of powerful pagan occult forces and hen..., '
shifted attention away from the witch to her Persecutors. (Mw:f,,.,,.
the process of presenting regional or national monographs oy 'd:r.
cussed whether Catholic or Protestant secular and religioys aur} : is,
ties differed in their approaches, and why certain areas p“*dtj,m
more witch panics and trials than did others and what Might ¢ (:d
off such events. A series of feminist historians have yseq the Witﬂi’{:
argue a sexual power struggle in which “powerfu]” Women htalc} :
and others were crushed by men because of their standing in ths com.
munity. Much of this work has not relied on empirica] evidence, Ver,
recently, however, particular case studies of trials, Micro-historje
using gender as an analytical tool and essaying meth

0ds of psychg,
analysis have widened and enriched the discussion 7 The debate o

the witch is not closed.

To do justice to all the important work which has appeared is
beyond the scope of this chapter, and any attempt at synthesis is open
to the accusation of over-simplification. No one, in fact, can offer 5
total explanation for phenomena lying in the realms of psycho-
history. The most substantial historical reality is the alleged witch
herself and her recorded fate before the courts, along with the concur-
rent theoretical debates and pronouncements of the persecuting
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T’:;’ d; he K beliefs and panaceas. At their most practical was a herbal !
)the ha\’e ranged 1o administer to a disease. There were incantations and ritu- .
N €rg, iy remt“ly images and visits to shrines to invoke “saints,” whose origins
| Ve dig. als, pl-gr;ome cases pre-Christian, or to grottoes with waters to bathe
) :uthgn“ wefii’é limbs or ailing members of cattle, statues or rocks which
5 Oq“Ced aﬁl’l:i be touched, kissed or scratched and the dust drunk in a

W]ang e czdon to promote a desired end. Such phenomena existed in

| h:;}; . P d sought to substitute for th |

e ery The medieval churc%l had sought to su stitute for these practices

¢ Com, the power of prayer to its own pantheon of sanctity, but not with any

e 'Very degree of success. In default, it had reconciled itself at the popular

UStories level to a marriage with pagan beliefs, crowning menhirs (pagan holy

PSycho. stones) with crosses and incorporating local primitive beliefs in grot-

Pate op | toes and shrines into the Christian tradition. In addition, it dealt abun-

| dantly in the “miraculous,” with scapulaires to hang round the neck to

ared js ward off evil, girdles to help in childbirth, special prayers, incantations

S open and rituals to cope with a variety of eventualities and a whole pan-

offer 5 theon of saints and holy phenomena as a recourse for the afflicted.

Sycho- The conversion of bread and wine into body and blood was a “magic”

witch or “miraculous” event performed daily by every priest. The populace

ncur- believed the host itself possessed magical properties to assist in the

cuting war against evil and ill fortune; where magic ended and the miracu-

lous began was far from clear.

nkind The pervasiveness of popular beliefs in an evil force was accompa-

pable nied by one in which certain people, “wise” or “cunning” folk, were

were accredited with special knowledge of how to cope with a particular
— eventuality. They might dispense herbal or other like knowledge or
Such claim they knew incantations, or mystic instructions which the 3 X
uck, afflicted must carry out if their sickness was to be assuaged. In soci- i

i e cties which had neither a veterinary surgeon nor much medical assis- |
Such tance, such people had a power we can only surmise. English

od lived more than ten miles from a cunning man or woman. One or the

, other was the first natural resource of peopl
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gain the favour of a certain individual, prf)vokjng a desire ¢, invel
some supernatural aid by spell or by potion. At Jeag; from q&ss;&
times there were women in the cities who dealt in love POtiong a;j
fertility potions and who are the ancestors of Celestina-rype Wome
who were still to be found in medieval and early moder Europe » On
there were people who could divine the future. The use of this king Orf
knowledge implied a desire to manipulate, to change of merely t,
improve someone’s life through knowledge which coulg make cop.
tact with a force ordinary mortals could not touch. Such “White”
magic stayed on the right side of a line demarcating the force for goog
(subjectively determined) from the power to do evil. The tige “cun.
ning folk” could be extended to those reputedly adept in coping with
sick cattle, and there were indeed farm servant women who were
more readily employed because recognized as knowing remedies to
cure cows and pigs of disorders. Wise women of the villages, childbed
helpers thought to know a trick or two to help in the case of a difficale
delivery, are also placed in this broad generic group. These special
gifts or skills were remunerated, if not very highly, and these women
were often old (the most experienced) or poor.

In most instances this kind of skill or knowledge could be sub-
sumed in that complex amalgam of small activities which made up
the economy of many poor households in the past. Rarely did it repre-
sent a full-time activity. Some may have been suspected of charla-
tanry. However, this was a society almost helpless in the face of
disease. [ ;sing}e cow could represent the difference between
action. A potion or incantation could always be worth a try. It was in

e
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package of hope for a reversal of fortune, or a manipulation of the
a

-ourseé pE SRS = 5 c
8 Not all the practitioners fell into the category of “cunning folk.”

The Renaissance had genc.rate.d aft int.:er,e’st among the learned in
Jlchemy and all kinds of sc1ent1ﬁc. magic. In parts of northern Italy
in the sixteenth century th.ere existed priests who dabbled in white
magic, potions and astrological consultations.

If some people knew how to invoke a force for good, perhaps they,
or others, could also invoke one for evil. “Black” magic implied the
recognition that someone had a key to unlocking this force with
malice. They, or their agents, could then turn against an innocent
individual or community. The person in possession of this key was
the witch (either male or female). The line between cunning folk and
sorcerer was one which pivoted on degrees of knowledge and differ-
ences of intent.?

To lend this degree of clarity to the mass of primitive beliefs which
were part of the thought process of 99 per cent of any society in the
early modern period is doubtless to over-simplify, but it helps us to
appreciate the popular bedrock upon which the belief in the witch
reposed. It also allows the delineation of three personages—cunning
folk, sorceress dealing in potions or gazing in crystal balls, and
malevolent witch—who could be combined in one individual. There
were webs of relationships linking the demoniac, heretic and witch on
the one hand and cunning folk (healer), magician (sorcerer, crystal
ball gazer, seller of potions) and witch on the other, and all the webs
crossed. An age-old belief in the supernatural was located in a new
phase of religious change and in particular social and economic cir-

poor. “The beggar,” in Eileen Power’s graphic phrase, “leapt into lit-
To generate a witch perse
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his subjects. Where this supreme orthodoxy did no
bility to witch panics was peculiarly intense. Betweer, 1560 ang
is estimated that about 100,000 witches were condemneq |,
about 30,000 were from Germany, with a particular
small states with a troubled religious record. Persecytiq
intense in the frontier regions of heresy, that is, whe
sions met. Parts of Germany, Switzerland and France (
would seem, a belt running from Flanders to Lorraine)
had the highest numbers in about three waves of rep
land, England, northern Italy, Spain and Portugal were als affecteg
In Spain, the struggle against the witch paled beside the drive 1, elim.
nate Jews, conversos and Moors in the great racist purity of blgeg
movement. Ireland knew no witch-hunts at all, perhaps because of
the fragmented clan system; by the time the English occupation wag
effected, England had abandoned witch-persecution and was concen-
trating upon other evils of popery. When the French abandoned
i witchcraft persecution in the 1690s, they turned immediately to more
active repression of Protestantism, culminating in the Revocation of
the Edict of Nantes. Viewing the situation overall shows that peaks of
persecution were reached in the mid-fifteenth century and troughs
occurred in the first half of the sixteenth century. Depending on the
region, at any time from 1590 to 1690 the figures could suddenly shoot
up and then subside without perfect correlation elsewhere. Then,
beginning in France in 1682, legislation against witches enacted in the

sixteenth century was 1 d. The establishment, if not the popu-
lace, had lost interest in persecut
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o quell the witchcraft scare, the secular authorities arrested
als who had incited the local inhabitants to believe in black
magic and toO raki action aga}}nst “witches” (old‘ women, in this
nstance) Who had “overlooked” (seen or touched) their cattle or chil-
4ren with positively harmful results.™ It is plain that the ultimate
jemise of the witchcraft phe.nomena as manifest before the courts
depended on changing e-stabhshment attitudes and the infiltration of
Enlightenment rationalism and scepticism among the educated
classes. Elite culture and popular culture were radically severed by the
end of the seventeenth century.

The Catholic church’s acknowledgement and condemnation of
witchcraft grew out of its continued battle against heresy, which
marked the late Middle Ages. This battle is manifest in a number
of papal bulls, culminating with the Summis desiderantes affectibus of
Innocent VII (1484). For most of the fifteenth century the essence
of witchcraft was not the damage done to other people, but its
heretical character. Witches were allied with Cathars, Waldenses and
Béguines who, it was alleged, broke the traditions of the church, and
the witches were defined as those who practised Devil worship or
treated evil with respect. As the fifteenth century progressed, how-
ever, two works, the Formicarius (c. 1437) of Johannes Nider and the
Malleus Maleficarum (1486) of two German Dominicans, Krimer and
Sprenger, took witchcraft theory much further. The first gave women
arole in Devil sects as makers of potions and stealers of children, who
were subsequently eaten or made into ointments which gave super-
natural powers to the wearers. The second accentuated still further
women'’s roles. The credulity of women, based on the
of Eve to listen to the snake, their inability to keep silent and hence
their habit of dragging others into their conspiracies, their insatiable
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The sexual obsessions of the friars are obvious g -

century reader, but many of their observations op ke naetmleth
witchcraft fit into established legends. They distilled many eXtaure of
sions of the witch into one. The authors of Malleus alsq recommflt vep
a way for dealing with the witch. A denunciation or eyep, , ru;
could open a case, and evidence might be accepted from child Our
personal enemies of the accused. In Roman law the judge was for ol
tain crimes de facto prosecutor and the witch was subjecteq . :
inquisitorial procedure in which she did not necessarily have the o
to defend herself. Torture could be used to extract a confession

but the witch’s failure to confess did not necessarily proclaim her

innocence, since this could be interpreted as a manifestation of the

Devil’s power.

The Malleus was very influential and served as inspiration forz
spate of Teufelbiicher (works about the Devil) which streamed from
the early printing presses, particularly thick on the ground in Ger- |
many. Over the next twenty or thirty years, prints and woodcuts pro-

liferated, some illustrating demonological treatises like Ulrich

Molitor’s De Lamiis (1489). The Freiburg drawings (1515-16) of Hans |
Baldung Grien were endlessly copied, and his later paintings—notably

The Weather Witches (1523), in which the female nude is portrayed in
unambiguously pornographic pose—were influential in dissemi
nating a corporal notion of the witch. In his drawings a relentless
misogyny, pornography, fear and crude humour coexist. Pots of oint-
ment made of infant flesh and other scatological ingredients to permit
ight, hints of masturbation, sexual positions, desecration of th_c
rosary, exist pell-mell. Delusion, corruptibility and the Devil’s busi-
:‘-ﬂ are made one in the naked female flesh. The Three Witches (15114)'
which a young witch peers at the viewer from between her legs
mmmﬂtﬁrm sex and which has as a caption Der €7
mﬂm ﬂ?ﬂ New Year to the Priest), is not easy to 1:}“;
by e w ténded to remind the prie e omnipresence of ¢
“”H&w Y‘ng:f itthe ded to indicate the
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of witch manufacture), went into several editions and
*° jations, although no theologian used it unquestioningly after
d indeed, the Spanish Inquisition rejected many of its definitions.
::.35 sot translated into English until the modern period. Several of
we issues it raised were subsequently deemed debatable, such as the
reresting questions could witches fly and did they have sexual rela-
;ons with the Devil> However, it formed the crude base from which
ceveral generations of lawyers, theologians and scholars subsequently
refined witchcraft theory. Writings on the theme proliferated and
were debated in seminary, university and manor house. By 1580,
when the great French lawyer Jean Bodin wrote his Demonomanie, he
was able to present a fifteen-point schema. A witch was one guilty of
any of the following crimes: denying God, cursing him, worshipping
the Devil, dedicating children to him, murdering unbaptized children,
pledging the unborn to Satan, telling others of the cult, honouring the
Devil's oaths, committing incest. murdering men and little children to
make broth, eating human flesh and drinking blood, killing people by
spells and poison, killing cattle, causing infertility and famine, or
having sexual relations with the Devil. The Devil was always male,
but was not necessarily perceived as a man. In fifteenth-century Spain
he was depicted as a goat. Before 1645 in Essex, he appeared as a cat or
a ferret.

Luther and Calvin ceded little to developing Catholic orthodoxy on
the witch and her works. Luther’s views on witches are found in his
Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians. If anything, his interests
shifted away from the witch as a product of heresy towards the pact
between the witch as an individual and the Devil. In Geneva the
emphasis on heresy remained high, and the pact was an expression of

that heresy. The emphasis on the pact rnacl;1 a dtarctllj; ex:l_luy into
northern E _including England, although the idea that the witch
o o 55050 ¢ nounced God was not in doubt.

turned to the Devil for support and re ‘
The Elizabethan witch was a heretic, but she ;:a';‘l:mt um.;oallydsmd -
be in direct con satan. However, Kei omas found refer-

n contact with Satan i il Dol oy

! | , the English
ence to an oral compact between n covenant, and there are

1612, and ir maou&rmtwawﬁmn ‘ ‘
ﬂ:ene:am;anMMOthtmm
Mndﬂ%ﬂ**”"“ ?““',"""'“ﬂ g e
emphasis was detesmined by actusl malgicis® . -
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and degrees of injury were taken into consideratiop, ; N
the length of prison sentence or whether the death, Penaly . TMing,
imposed. The latter was not used for lesser injury, Ty dis:umb
was considered lax by zealots who wanted death for all WitChe;nCUGn
In short, with the few distinctions of degree, v, i
throughout sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century ChﬁstEngotth‘
was heresy not to believe in witches. Witchcraft Sermons \;ﬂ it
preached from the pulpit so that evolving witchcrag theory \:,re
openly disseminated. Tracts and treatises multiplied. If the aim ;Nas :{i
deter the activity, the information also had the effect of introducmg :
wide populace to complex notions which began to alter their notjgy,
r of the standard witch. Children in particular were inducteq in a fegy
that witches could be after them and, like Baba Yaga, interested i,
| their flesh for consumption or their bodies for service. Children grey,
3 into men and women and carried their fears with them. In fact the
religious establishment manufactured a “mode]” witch, and in con.
’ nental Europe an inquisitorial procedure, backed by torture, framed
| questions (and hence answers) to conform to that model. In some
areas the standard model witch created by the establishment begins
to emerge quite distinctly in the legal dossiers, Furthermore, from
the mid-fourteenth century the religious establishment was prepared
to accept and to expect that the witch would usually be female.
Secular authorities, who in fact handled most witchcraft trials, were

intent on orthodoxy within their realms, and they followed the

Struction:

ay. They were also receptive, thanks to

Greek science and learning, to a misogy
> character complemented the scrip-
telian views of woman as
* more compliant to the cold

oman
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contain it. Under a fifth of those accused of witchcraft by
hei neighbours in .England we.re hanged. French, Belgian, German
4 Basque court judges recoiled before the volume of popular
j:nunciations and sought = Wﬁed out fact from fiction.s If élites
feared the witch, and there is evidence to show that many educated
md‘ividuals did so, they perhaps located her in rural ignorance,
overty and squalor, not among themselves, either sister, wife, wid-
owed mother or neighbour. When the masses accused a witch, on the
other hand, they did so through imminent fear and rumour about
someone in their community of whom they were apprehensive and
whom they interpreted as having power to harm them. Unlike the
rosecuting establishment, the populace wanted to prevent evils
which the alleged witch might commit and looked to the courts to
cescue them. The failure of the courts to accept fear alone, without
evidence of either maleficium or, on the Continent, a confession or pact
with the Devil, meant that some communities felt themselves still
exposed to the witch. Occasionally in France doubting judges acted
against their better judgement to preserve peace in the community.®
The blend of the scriptural, Renaissance-science and misogynistic
wraditions emerges quite clearly when clerics and lawyers actually
addressed themselves to the question of the sex of witches. When one
Richard Barnard, a minister at Batcombe in Somerset, wrote A Guide

to Grand Jurymen about the Trial of Witches in 1627, he stated:

gifficulty

There are more women witches than men and it may be for these rea-
sons: First Satan his setting on these rather than men, since his

unhappie outset and prevailing on Eve. Secondly, there more credu-
lous nature, and apt to be misled and deceived. Thirdly, t"or that they
are more superstitious and being displeased, more malicious, and so
herein more fit instruments of the Devil Fﬁrthlyéod:y ;lre mm:
tongue ripe, and less able to hide what they know others: an

d’"‘fo“?l: this respect, are more ready tO teachers of witchcraft to
others, and to leave it to children, servants, or to some others than

m,mh“ﬁh,ﬂ,,mmeymmkmmmmmdmym
mmzpmudmchwmk.mdmmbwiﬂmm‘,‘mm e
Mmmmmmﬂﬂdfh'”“ . S
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come directly from the Malleus—the first is g}, Purely p;
second and third repose on the view of the lack of realbhcal; the bl
physical composition, but also reflect some of the ObSe:\? n gy aﬂzfsers
great medieval churchmen such as Aquinas wh s satlcmg of BN a;akﬁd‘
devalue female commitment to Christianity; the fourth picl(:sught o (D gt
Pauline injunction to silence and the tradition of the scolq thup the st
ging wife, but also savours of neo-Platonic science; and thej ﬁ&ehnag- ! the D€'
may be no more than the Revd. Mr. Barnard’s private Conviction . ‘.l grotesd!
The British historian and anthropologist Alap Macfarlap, : Here th
insisted that it was the attributes of the witch rather than he att. .;s 1 commit
utes of her sex which condemned her, as evinced by the facy :}; 1 bours,
about a fifth of British witches were men. Yet there can be no doubt 1 her intC
g that witchcraft philosophy encouraged the expectation of Witcheraf ; Such
' as a female, not a male, attribute. Notice, for example, hoyw casiy B numbe!
!‘ Thomas Ady in 1656 slips into the female when he alleges thar ; = s
;, person when hurt assumes himself to be bewitched. H | Vlu_;ﬁe |
; e
’ For saith he, such an old man or Wwoman came lately to my door and ' Britain.
desired some relief, and I denied it and God forgive me, my heart did less po
rise against her at that time, my mind gave me she looked like a witch foul of
and presently my Clnld my Wife, my Self, my Horse . . . was thus and ‘ of invo
thus handled [my italics].» | upon ¢
i Ammﬂuhedmrwasthree times likelier to be a woman | ?m:.hal
,r ‘ Mﬁ mumer. witcheraft was regarded as transmissible by | incides

' neritance. A passed the knowledge on o2 | du;:i
—— - Wit "‘ ng) of Scottish parlance—though f:alﬂﬂ
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4 inv olvement with the Devil pivoted on the belief of her
aﬂft—qers that she could summon him to perform a malicious deed

- : kcibﬁ’i“"“ and may also have rested on allegations of a pact with the
Picks to (mald™ ized b “mark,” such | '

o symbolized by a “mark, as an extra nipple or a patch
e itive tO “pricking.” However, the assertion of sexual orgies with
p knowledge of the coldness of his body and details of

Wictiq, 0¢ | the Devil, KROWHES
g ! | oresque fectility rites are almost unknown to the English courts.
'faﬂane e ;ere the witch trial was that of someone who was alleged to have
0 the aterj},. ¥ ommitted maleficium, an evil deed, and had fallen foul of her neigh-
€ fact at bours, who sought to rid themselves of her presence by converting
> no doub, her into an enemy of God.
Witcherag such a figure exists in continental Europe as well, but could be out-
how easily sumbered during phases of “witch panics” in which mass denuncia-

€ges tha , sons occurred and “possession” by the Devil on a large scale affecting

village children (more rarely adults) was claimed.
The question “who were the witches?” is most easily answered for

ﬁ:::t‘gig Britain. Here the witch was a poor (though in Scotland perhaps a little
ik less poor) old woman (average age 60) who had in some way fallen
i foul of her neighbours and who had had recourse to a curse, a means

of invoking the Devil, which had been followed by misfortune falling

upon the accursed. The first time such an utterance fell from her lips
with alleged evil consequences witchcraft was not established, but the

nissible by ~ incident passed into village memory to be used as confirmatory evi-
e on to 2 | dence on another occasion. The line between cursing and “scolding”
;:—thO\Igh . (2 malicious tongue) was a fine one. Their “chief fault,” wrote Regi-
nen domi-  nald Scot of witches, “is that they are scolds,” meaning that their
~ tongues were the means whereby the suspicion of being a witch was
. manorial aroused. If a woman was charged and acquitted ?f sorcery on a par-
jifferences ticular occasion, the suspicions of the community Were not neces-
elicit 3 saril allayed but passed into the bank of folk memory until the next
wﬂ mmmmmwm.mﬂmmmm
s would be watched and debarred from public places.
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of being a witch, and the youth and other ru:de folks in the ot ol jive
did often insult and affront her !as she walk'd out hey b « s witch »
suggests a distancing on the part of the | Ouge ces
(The last case £g : AWYers ¢, 1634 *
the conduct of the townspeople in favour of the womap, i, et om S po- eribt
Once a woman has acquired the reputation of being a Witch sh, :::;j | woma?
no longer open her moxjth. A glance l?ecame sufficent to tl‘ansmjtd { reputat
curse. She “overlooked cat.tle or (?hlldren and t}}ey fell sick. Sh: others:
“overlooked” a haystack and it bu1:st into flames du.rmg the nightz & the Pre
As well as being old and poor, in Britain two-thirds of the Womey 1§ seem, |
accused were either widowed or spinsters. They might have childrey, need 1
but the majority were seeking to eke out a living on their owy The‘ 1 fear, W
hence fell outside patriarchal protection or, perhaps equally per. f sugges
nently, their situation of semi-dependence on the community ¢y. § those
posed them to the imputation of witchcraft. Some were in receipt of { many
poor relief; others were illegally pasturing a goat or other livestock * § many
others arousing their neighbours” ire through thefts of fruit or fire. made
wood. The phenomenon is hence related to the predicament of § poor ¥
women alone. If married, they had impecunious or disabled hys. in mir
bands. It should also perhaps be related to the economy of expedients, It #
Those who uttered curses were likely to be physically powerless, eco. |} atten
nomically disadvantaged women, trapped in a particular situation.  § out &
Such the C
‘ was 1
states
unde:
. msStgiveme or | will do the following—or to express respe
S fﬁ Prevent reprisals for an illegal action in which throu
R RN The curse viewed in this light lent power respc
' Powerless. For those tacking together hm
allowed them to pasture a cow or the §
ithout action. The efficacy of 2 -
ef in witches in itself may Thas



Women and the Devil

jived with the reputation lgng enough to have titles. Walker the

witch was active in In\-ferkelthmg“ In 1631; Janet Taylor at Stirling in
634 responded t0 the “ﬂ‘? of t}_le WltCh of Monza.” Deafness could
ontribute to the reputation since it produced odd behaviour. The
woman tried as Df:iif Meg in Berwick in 1634 had had a longstanding
reputation for oddity of w}n.ch she was, for obvious reasons, unaware.
Others, calculating on lending a degree of fear to their curses, used
the preface “If I be 2 witch then . . .” Such insouciance, as it may
«em, to the possible penalties for witchcraft either argues for the
need to relieve pressing economic imperatives by the inculcation of
fear, with a disregard for the imminence of such punishment, or it
suggests a conviction that the Devil would look after his own. Of
those Scottish women who confessed to a pact with the Devil (in
many instances under torture, so it is impossible to estimate how
many of them were really convinced they were witches), the Devil
made them a single promise: that they should not want. How many
poor women alone must have lived with the perpetual fear of want
in mind?

It is perhaps significant that the witch phase is coincident with
attempts to change or reform traditional charitable practice through-
out Europe. Voluntary alms-giving, the recommended recourse of
the Catholic church, buttressed by alms from ecclesiastical revenues,
was under demographic pressure and economic change. European
states faced with the problem sought to define the deserving and
undeserving poor. In the case of England the poor became the
responsibility of the parish, which was authorized to levy a local rate
through which the domiciled poor could be aided. However, parishes
responded with varying degrees of commitment. '.I‘he poor were the
burden of their neighbours. Help was grudgingly given. Furthermore,
the Protestant ethic, particularly in its Calvinist and Puritan forms,
admitted that she fell into a religious depression when she saw her

had




THE PROSPECT BEFORE HER

354

: * paintings of old women alone, some . . .
h.] Nlco}tsell-wjiz, 551131 eyges closed in silent prayer beforlet ‘:l A 5piy
;:lng-l:é Vi;tue is rewarded by. sufﬁciency.dBut where dig this ?:ﬁd'a
the poor woman who could spin all day an not eamn engy
upkeep and for whom a regular loaf and herring and a roof
head were not assured?

A close look at individual witches revegls the Precarioyg
their lives. However, this was not readily perceivable 1 the,
accusers. They interpreted the witch as a power-figure able ¢, harm 5,
will, who held the community to a terrible ransom. Isabella de Moer.
loose reveals with frightening clarity how a belief in witches infly.
enced her relationship with her mother, who feared that her child
(born with a caul) was under the influence of the Devil and perhaps ,
witch in the making. Encouraged by the parish priest, she beat and
closely watched the child, fearful of manifestations of devilry and with
a view to protecting her daughter from the Devil’s agents.> That ing;.
viduals and communities feared the witch and acted against her as 5
measure of self-protection we can have little doubt. That their fear
was enhanced by individual or collective guilt following a mean or
thoughtless action, a denial of charity or failure to overlook a misde-
meanour, is equally apparent. The putative witch’s only ally was the
belief in the eternal quality of evil, that to harm her was to invite
reprisal by the Devil, but this was not an infallible shield. Hence, the
witch represented a social conundrum: she was there because society

believed her to be there, and because it believed in her powers, she
had a measure of power.

On the other hand, we cannot know h
came to believe she was a witch and ho
her own beliefs or of exterior pressure.

Ve

8h for hf:;
above h&r

ness of

ow consciously an individual
w far she was the product of
s which may have persuaded

: agai Were perhaps reacting as positively as
ﬂm;ym had their Poverty and sense of social worth. Chris
noworse. proved frail support: the Devil perhaps could do




