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The Witchcraft Reading guide
Your coursework is all about what caused the witch-hunts between 1550-1660. Listed in this booklet are many of arguments you will need. In this reading week I ask you to introduce yourself to the main arguments and identify 4 areas where you would like to focus further research. These are some useful websites to refine your research in addition to the reading below. You need to fill out four Cornell note sheets at the back of the packs on your selected areas of study. 

http://www.gendercide.org/case_witchhunts.html 
http://departments.kings.edu/womens_history/witch/werror.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p004y2b0
http://www.witchhunthistory.com/witchhunthistory.html
In this booklet read about the different authors first and then look at the different theories. List the 4 you would like to study in more depth and record your understanding and extra reading on these in the notes section.
Name:

1)

2)

3)

4)
Name of the country/area you would like to focus on:

A SELECTION OF ARGUMENTS PRO MISOGYNY
Many scholars have argued that it was the women who seemed most independent from patriarchal norms -- especially elderly ones living outside the parameters of the patriarchal family -- who were most vulnerable to accusations of witchcraft. "The limited data we have regarding the age of witches ... shows a solid majority of witches were older than 50, which in the early modern period was considered to be a much more advanced age than today." (Brian P. Levack, The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe, p. 129.) 
"The reason for this strong correlation seems clear," writes Katz: "these women, particularly older women who had never given birth and now were beyond giving birth, comprised the female group most difficult to assimilate, to comprehend, within the regulative late medieval social matrix, organized, as it was, around the family unit." (The Holocaust in Historical Context, Vol. I, pp. 468-69.) 
As more women than men tended to survive into a dependent old age, they could also be seen disproportionately as a burden by neighbors: "The woman who was labeled a witch wanted things for herself or her household from her neighbors, but she had little to offer in return to those who were not much better off than she. Increasingly resented as an economic burden, she was also perceived by her neighbors to be the locus of a dangerous envy and verbal violence." (Deborah Willis, Malevolent Nurture: Witch-Hunting and Maternal Power in Early Modern England, p. 65.)

One theory, popularized by Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English in their 1973 pamphlet Witches, Midwives, and Nurses, proposed that midwives were especially likely to be targeted in the witch-hunts. This assertion has been decisively refuted by subsequent research, which has established the opposite: that "being a licensed midwife actually decreased a woman's chances of being charged" and "midwives were more likely to be found helping witch-hunters" than being victimized by them. (Gibbons, Recent Developments; Diane Purkiss, The Witch in History.) 

One prominent feminist who argues that witch hunting was women hunting 1560-1660 is Marianne Hester. Hester focused mainly on material from England during the period to find evidence as to why areas such as Essex saw 92% of witchcraft trials involving women as opposed to men. One of her key arguments is the stereotype of a witch having been built up over a period and being closely tied to the patriarchal structures of society. For example Hester argues that women were expected to be quiet and subservient to their husbands and that marriage was expected of women, not only to have children, but also to be safely under control of the patriarch, the man Any woman who stepped out of this control faced an increased chance of being accused of being a witch. Furthermore women were seen to be morally weak compared to men and needed their guidance and this was a view reinforced by misogynistic literature such as the Malleus Maleficarium. Indeed this view can also be seen in James VI’s ‘Daemonologie’ where he stated that women ‘is frailer than men…so it is easier to be intrapped in these grosse snares of the Devil’. This is evidence where it can be seen women and witchcraft are linked and women are again seen as the most likely to be witches. With this idea circulating in society and being transmitted from ‘above’ then the following witch-hunts must be seen as misogynous. 

Hester argues that men gained by linking witchcraft and the female because it provided them with a greater moral and social status than women and this became an increasingly important issue as women were beginning to compete in the lucrative crafts and trade industry. Therefore Hester is taking the from above argument even further and believes that in local areas men used accusations as a method to preserve male dominance in the economy, especially in areas such as the brewery trade

Witch-hunting in early modern Europe became a subject of widespread academic interest in the last quarter of the twentieth century. This coincided with the rise of the ‘women’s movement’ and feminism. Although the first leading specialists were men who did not have a feminist agenda (e.g. H. Trevor-Roper (1967), K. Thomas (1971)), female historians with a particular interest in gender relations soon focused on the subject (e.g. A. Dworkin (1974), A. Barstow (1994)). They were concerned with the reasons why so many of the accused were women and why they were accused in the first place. 
A key part of the feminist historian argument which point to misogyny as a major driver behind the witch-hunts, is the statistical evidence and the proportion of women killed in the witch hunts. As Oldridge comments the assumption that witches were women ‘is best reflected in the surviving records of witch trials.’ Most recent estimates suggest that three quarters of those executed for witchcraft in Europe 1560-1660 were women. Though there is some regional variation this statistical evidence is seen by many feminist as unarguable proof that the witchhunts were misogynistic in nature.

Detailed studies of trial records that aim to identify the gender of witches appear to confirm the tradition that a witch, typically, was female. In the Holy Roman Empire, for example, about 82 per cent appear to have been female, while in Hungary the figure is around 91 per cent. In areas such as Essex the figure is argued to be 92%, and the centre of the withchunts, France, Germany and Switzerland it is thought to be about 80%. Therefore many feminist historians have seen these statistics as evidence of women-hunting rather than witch hunting. Indeed it is these statistics which have brought the focus of gender to the witch-hunts. What was now left to discuss were the reasons behind this misogyny and why men sought to persecute women. Indeed many different feminists have proposed many different theories behind such misogyny.

One piece of evidence that feminist historians always point to show that the witch hunts were misogynistic is the Malleus Maleficarium. This treatsie written in 1486 by Kramer and Sprenger is indeed a document filled with misogynous sentiment. Indeed Malleus laments ‘women are by nature instruments of Satan, they are by nature carnal, a structural defect rooted in original creation.’ The treatise was republished over 20 times during the Early Modern period which is an indication of its popularity. Historians such as Barstow believe that it was such literature that further embedded in the minds of the Early Modern Europeans that women were more likely to make the diabolic pact with the Devil then men. The fact that the Malleus became the most influential and widely used handbook on witchcraft meant that feminist historians have pointed to its significance. Indeed Ben-Yehuda has argued that the ‘moral backing had been provided…and the importance of the Malleus cannot be overstated’. 

Therefore the Malleus Malefiarium was widely read literature that laid the foundations and ideas that women were the most likely to be taken by advantage by the devil and become witches. The fact that this book was so misogynous means that misogyny fed into the witchhunts and was therefore a major reason behind it.

KEY READING PRO MISOGYNY

Hester, Marianne. Lewd Women and Wicked Witches: A Study of the Dynamics of Male Domination. 2nd edition. New York: Routledge, 1992.
Hester’s book examines the connection between male domination and the early modern witch-hunts. She takes a feminist approach, by arguing that men dominated women, using intercourse as a “symbolic rape” to show women that they were superior. Hester does not believe that men are innately aggressive, but she does believe that eroticized violence is inherent in their nature. Hester then applies this sexualized theory to the 16th and 17th century witch hunts that took place in England. She argues that the witch-hunts were specifically targeted at women because the male-dominated society in a time of change felt that persecuting women was the only way to keep them passive and submissive. Her argument is for the Misogyny Theory as the main cause of the witch hunts.  She does not address the issues that men were also persecuted for witchcraft, or that most of the witnesses against the accused were women. 
Diane Purkiss. The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-century Representations. NY: Routledge,  1996.
This book attempts to provide a more feminist outlook on the time of the witch hunts. The book argues that witch stories were used for women to express ideas and feelings that were simply not socially acceptable. The author asks that the reader to read the myths of witches as literary works. Purkiss does an excellent job of handling the emotions of the women who lived in a time of repression, and gives good proof that the witch folklore was a way that allowed these women to exercise a power that they had been denied before. In one instance, Purkiss writes: "Having a reputation for witchcraft is seen as something that is done to a woman, not seen as something they do. …Women involved with witchcraft entered vigorously into a struggle to control the meaning of their own lives" (145). In other words, women used witchcraft to express themselves in a time where women had very little influence in a largely male dominated society. As such Purkiss sees the women being targeted as witches because many of them were and they were because it was an effort to remove themselves from the patriarchal control of Early Modern Society.
Overall, approximately 75 to 80 percent of those accused and convicted of witchcraft in early modern Europe were female. Accordingly, Christina Larner's "identification of the relationship of witch-hunting to woman-hunting" seems well-grounded, as does her conclusion that the witch-hunts were "sex-related" if not "sex-specific." "This does not mean that simple overt sex war is treated as a satisfactory explanation for witch-hunting, or that the ... men who were accused are not to be taken into account." Rather, "it means that the fact that the accused were overwhelmingly female should form a major part of any analysis." (Larner, Enemies of God: The Witch-Hunt in Scotland, p. 3.)

A SELECTION OF ARGUMENTS AGAINST MISOGYNY
Robin Briggs calculates that 20 to 25 percent of Europeans executed for witchcraft between the 14th and 17th centuries were male. Regional variations are again notable. France was "a fascinating exception to the wider pattern, for over much of the country witchcraft seems to have had no obvious link with gender at all. Of nearly 1,300 witches whose cases went to the parlement of Paris on appeal, just over half were men. ... The great majority of the men accused were poor peasants and artisans, a fairly representative sample of the ordinary population." Briggs adds: 

There are some extreme cases in peripheral regions of Europe, with men accounting for 90 percent of the accused in Iceland, 60 percent in Estonia and nearly 50 per cent in Finland. On the other hand, there are regions where 90 per cent or more of known witches were women; these include Hungary, Denmark and England. The fact that many recent writers on the subject have relied on English and north American evidence has probably encouraged an error of perspective here, with the overwhelming predominance of female suspects in these areas (also characterized by low rates of persecution) being assumed to be typical. Nor is it the case that the courts treated male suspects more favourably; the conviction rates are usually much the same for both sexes. (Briggs, Witches & Neighbours: The Social and Cultural Context of European Witchcraft, pp. 260-61.) 

One key argument against the misogyny causing the witchhunts has been the fact that most of the accusations from witch hunts stemmed from women. Briggs argues that "most informal accusations were made by women against other women, ... [and only] leaked slowly across to the men who controlled the political structures of local society." At the trial level, his research on the French province of Lorraine found that  Women did testify in large numbers against other women, making up 43 per cent of witnesses in these cases on average, and predominating in 30 per cent of them. ... A more sophisticated count for the English Home Circuit by Clive Holmes shows that the proportion of women witnesses rose from around 38 per cent in the last years of Queen Elizabeth to 53 per cent after the Restoration. ... It appears that women were active in building up reputations by gossip, deploying counter-magic and accusing suspects; crystallization into formal prosecution, however, needed the intervention of men, preferably of fairly high status in the community." (Briggs, Witches & Neighbours, pp. 264-65, 270, 273, 282.) Deborah Willis's study of "Witch-Hunting and Maternal Power in Early Modern England" similarly finds it "clear ... that women were actively involved in making witchcraft accusations against their female neighbours": 

[Alan] Macfarlane finds that as many women as men informed against witches in the 291 Essex cases he studied; about 55 percent of those who believed they had been bewitched were female. The number of witchcraft quarrels that began between women may actually have been higher; in some cases, it appears that the husband as "head of household" came forward to make statements on behalf of his wife, although the central quarrel had taken place between her and another woman. ... It may, then, be misleading to equate "informants" with "accusers": the person who gave a statement to authorities was not necessarily the person directly quarreling with the witch. Other studies support a figure in the range of 60 percent. In Peter Rushton's examination of slander cases in the Durham church courts, women took action against other women who had labeled them witches in 61 percent of the cases. ... J.A. Sharpe also notes the prevalence of women as accusers in seventeenth-century Yorkshire cases, concluding that "on a village level witchcraft seems to have been something peculiarly enmeshed in women's quarrels." To a considerable extent, then, village-level witch-hunting was women's work. (Willis, Malevolent Nurture, pp. 35-36.)

KEY READING PRO MISOGYNY

Macfarlane, Alan D. J. Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England. New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1970.
This work concentrates on witchcraft prosecutions in three villages of Essex County, He discusses the relationships of the accused to their accusers and attempts to explain the motivations which spurred neighbours to become suspicious of and press charges against one another. He proceeds to list reasons for the decline of witch trials in Essex by the middle of the 17th century. Macfarlane suggests that the Essex witch trials responded to how the elderly strained economic resources and caused friction between themselves and younger families, keenly felt in Tudor and Stuart England, where ideals of charity were beginning to change (163-164). Also, Macfarlane suggests that tensions between neighbours, such as being refused some charity, caused witchcraft allegations. Accusing someone of witchcraft was a way to divert guilt from one's self onto someone else. Macfarlane explains the eventual decline of witch trials in Essex by pointing to changes that occurred over the course of the 17th century, such as the establishment of workhouses.  Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England was one the first books to zero in on the phenomenon of the witch hunts in a small region wherein they were well documented. Critics praised Macfarlane's scrupulous, scientific approach. 
Behringer Cultural History of Climate
Where Behringer is perhaps at his most distinctive is in his narration of the cultural engagement of European societies with the cooling climate of the early-modern period, an era he has written about elsewhere especially on the subject of witchcraft and climate. And his account of the changing moral economy of European climate during the 15th to 17th centuries is pertinent to our current discourse about climate change and morality. For Behringer, the strong link between the ‘little ice age’ and witch persecutions ‘came neither from the church nor from the state; it came ‘from below’ (p. 132). It came from the populace through their search for accountability and meaning.  In this way he is linking climatic disaster with the witch craze.
ALTERNATIVE THEORIES

Illness Theories: 
These are variously related to physical and mental conditions of people involved in the hunts. According to a Mass Hysteria Theory, peasants went a little wacky, becoming clinically neurotic and even psychotic, and in a group panic went after the witches. According to a Delusion Theory, credence given to children’s fantasies and psychosomatic illnesses are some sources for the panic. Further, a Disease Theory suggests syphilis or ergotism (caused by mold on rotten bread) as causes for mental instability. Similarly, Drug Theory suggests that the effects of consuming bad mushrooms, herbs like deadly nightshade or henbane, or bufotenine from the skin of some toads could have affected people’s minds. 


BUT, it is hard to explain how so many people, even in one area, could become seriously ill or disturbed all at once. Additionally, an important characteristic of the witch hunts were their systematic organization by ruling elites and government officials, not some chaotic outbreak. 
FURTHER READING:


Mild: 

OCR History B Different Interpretations p.92-94.
The Geographic Origins Theories: 
The Witch Hunts originated in specific locations, for example first in mountainous regions of the Alps and Pyrenees or out of economic differentiation between regions which were normally self-sufficient suddenly caught in new competition because of the commercial revolution.


BUT these explanations are contradicted by counter examples (regions where the lowlands first hunted and then spread to the hills), or the difficulty of quantifying economic differences. 

FURTHER READING:

Mild: 

Behringer: Blue Handout

Spicy: 
OCR History B Different Interpretations p.138-146.
Vindaloo:
Levack
 The With Hunt in EME p. 204-253
The Greed Theory: 
Ruling elites (i.e Kings or people in charge of certain areas) initiated the hunts in order to confiscate property of others.


BUT many persecuted people did not have much wealth. And, in many hunts property was not confiscated, even from very wealthy targets. 

FURTHER READING:

Mild: 


OCR History B Different Interpretations p 102-105

Spicy: 

Article by Larner in Oldridge  p.205-213
Hot (vindaloo!):
Levack
 The With Hunt in EME p. 74
The Religious Rebellion Theories: 
 These theories are of two kinds:

A. First, the Satanic Religious Rebellion Theory: devil worship actually existed, in particular as a subversive attack on the ruling Christian order. Early historians of witchcraft, such as Jules Michelet (1862) or Montague Summers, take the tortured confessions of witches at their word.


BUT no credible evidence supports the existence of any actual Satanic cults before the 19th century. .  

The Pagan Religious Rebellion Theory: Certain forms of worship from the ancient world continued through the Early Modern period and was misinterpreted by the Christian hunters as Satanic. This theory was formulated by the Folklorist Margaret Murray (The Witch-cult in Western Europe (1921), The European Witch Cult (1926), The God of the Witches (1960)), who said worship of the horned god Janus or "Dianus" was focus of pagan continuity into modern times.  It could be called the Murrayite Theory, and it remains popular in Neo-pagan circles.


BUT no credible evidence reveals the survival of much paganism or any organized fertility cults, beyond common superstition and simple folk traditions.  Professional scholars have largely discredited Murray’s work.
Further Reading: 

Mild: 

OCR History B Different Interpretations p.140.

The Confessional Conflict Theory 
The Reformation and its resultant fights between Protestants (mainly Lutherans, Calvinists and Anabaptists, as well as Anglicans) and Roman Catholics led each to use witchcraft to attack one another. Rulers would use witchcraft accusations to show how religious they were and how they would not tolerate Devil worshipping. This would therefore discredit the other religion.


BUT adherents of one branch of Christianity only rarely used the accusation of witchcraft specifically to persecute someone of another branch. Usually the Witch Hunts were carried out by people of the same type of Christianity as the victims. 

FURTHER READING:

Mild: 

Blue Handout: M. Kunze
Spicy: 
OCR History B Different Interpretations p.94-96 and p.115-118
Hot:

Oldridge: The Witchcraft Reader 161-165

Vindaloo:
 Article by S.Clark in Oldridge p.165-180
Vindaloo (+ chillies): 
 Levack The witch hunt in EME p.109-134

The Disaster Theory: 
As actual misfortunes struck (plague, famine, war, storm), people blamed supernatural forces and found scapegoats in witches.

BUT many persecutions were done during times of relative peace and plenty. Further, many such troubles were not new to early modern Europe, but have been endemic throughout history. Thus, why were "witches" to blame, and not other common scapegoats (Jews, Sodomites, deviants, foreigners) or other supernatural forces (such as demons without the aid of human witches)? 

FURTHER READING:

Mild: 

Behringer: Blue Handout

Spicy: 
OCR History B Different Interpretations p.110-112.
Hot:

Behringer in Oldridge: The Witchcraft Reader p. 67.87

Social Control or State-building Theory: 
Early modern governments exploited the fear of witchcraft in order to centralize authority, increase bureaucratic jurisdiction, impose cultural uniformity, and dominate the Church. The hierarchy may have believed in witchcraft or not, but a dangerous conspiracy provided the premise for expanding government intervention. 
BUT why should witchcraft be the specific target in these years? And why should the hunts be so vicious, and as a result cause such disturbances in the state? And the theory gives too much credit to the elites over the "ignorant" masses. 

FURTHER READING:

Spicy: 
OCR History B Different Interpretations p.96-99.
Hot:

Oldridge: The Witchcraft Reader 201-205

Vindaloo:
 Article by Levack in Oldridge 213-227
The Social Functionalist or Social Accusations Theory:
 Witch accusers acted on a psychological need to blame others for their own personal problems. Drawing on functionalist anthropology, psychology and post-modernist criticism, supporters of this theory argue that witch hunts were therapeutically beneficial for society, since they defined what was right and wrong and rid society of its troublesome marginalized folk, like the old and the poor. Thus the hunts functioned to reinforce and define social boundaries of moral and acceptable behaviour. 
BUT these theories do not take into account motives of individual accusations (such as local feuds and grudges), and contemporary explanations of those involved (the religious and political context). And why should the hunts be so vicious? And again, why should witchcraft be the specific target in these years? 

Further Reading: 

Mild: 

Blue Handout: A. Macfarlane Witchcraft in Tudor-Stuart England OR


OCR History B Different Interpretations p.96-99, 108-109
Hot:

Levack the with Hunt in EME p. 137-175 
The Misogyny Theory: 
The Witch Hunts embodied a social hostility toward women. Such theories are often tied with popularizing feminist writers, who might also see in witchcraft a source of empowerment for women. Indeed, the ongoing subordination of women, women’s connection to folk-magic and healing, and changing views of women’s social and economic place in Early Modern Europe were important factors in the hunts. The majority of accused and executed were female, yet also old, living alone (whether widowed or spinster), and poor. 

BUT, such theories exaggerate the proportions of women involved and the extent to which women were the focus. Through most of recorded history, in most civilizations, until the last hundred years or so, women have been subordinated to men. Many witch hunters, particularly the authors of the Malleus Maleficarum, held that women were far more susceptible to temptation by the Devil, and thus more frequently became witches. Some witch hunts did almost exclusively target women, in percentages as high as 95% of the victims. Another interesting point is that the members of the legal system its "judges, ministers, priests, constables, jailers, judges, doctors, prickers, torturers, jurors, executioners" were nearly 100 percent male (Anne L. Barstow, Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch Hunts: Our Legacy of Violence Against Women (San Francisco: Pandora/Harper Collins, 1994), 142).

Nonetheless, men were often accused of being witches, and executed for it. (The frequent use of "warlock" to describe a male witch is largely based on Hollywood scriptwriters, especially for the 1958 movie Bell, Book, and Candle or the 1960s sitcom, Bewitched.)  In some areas, like Russia, the large majority of victims were male. Further, women did participate in the system, as accusers, witnesses, and sometimes as examiners, prickers, food providers, and jail personnel. There are reasons why we should look at some aspects of the witch hunt as a crime against women, yet we should not go too far to make it only about women.

FURTHER READING:

Spicy: 
OCR History B Different Interpretations p.103-08.
Witches in Europe During The Reformation

Between 1520 and 1650, the Reformation had a huge impact on European countries and the way the people perceived religion. Due to increasing disagreements amongst the community and the Catholic Church, there became a need for the Church to reform. Although Levack highlights that few witch prosecution occurred in the early years of the Reformation, after 1560 it “served to intensify the process of witch-hunting and perhaps helped to spread from place to place.”[1] The Reformation became a catalyst for the witch-hunt by increasing the fear of Satan. One reformer responsible for the rise in fear of Satan was John Calvin who stated,

…for after Satan has possessed us once and stopped our eyes, and God has withdrawn his light from us, so that we are destitute of his holy spirit and devoid of all reason, then there follow infinite abuses without end or measure. And many sorceries come from this condition. [2]
Due to such reformers as Calvin, the early modern European believed “the danger that Satan presented to a person was both physical and spiritual… Everyone, even the most holy individual, could be deceived and ensnared by the cunning treachery of Satan.” [3] These beliefs brought about a heightened awareness of diabolical acts causing European societies to be more willing to put accused witches on trial due to fear.[4] Communities wanted to purify their neighborhoods by getting rid of all evil, even if it meant putting their neighbor to death. By doing so, the judicial system was used in order to advocate against any act that did not line up with the word of God.[5]
History of Witches: Women Targeted

Although it was not just the poor women that were accused, women in general were targeted. The Malleus Maleficarum is one of the most notorious documents that reflect why early modern women were believed to be more susceptible to witchcraft. First of all, a woman was believed to not have any “moderation in goodness or vice,[15]” which lent to the belief that if a woman was good, she was very good; whereas if she was bad, she was evil. This same document later backs this up by stating “that women are naturally more impressionable, and more ready to receive the influence of a disembodied spirit.”[16] Martin de Castanega notes that “women are more subject to anger and are more vindictive.” Levack sums it up well when he states, “the common theme… is that women were more susceptible to demonic temptation because they were morally weaker than men and more likely, therefore, to succumb to diabolical temptation.”[17]
The belief that women were not men’s equals may have formulated as a result of Eve, the first woman in the Bible, was the one who succumbed to the serpent’s temptations. The Malleus Maleficarum backs this up by stating that,

…it should be noted that there was a defect in the first woman, since she was formed from a bent rib, that is, a rib of the beast, which is bent as it were in a contrary direction to a man. And since through this defect she is an imperfect animal, she always deceives.[18]
The one fault in this line of thinking according to the Church would have been that God does not make mistakes; therefore, even those who did not believe that women were a “defect” would have focused on a woman’s purpose within society: fertility and companionship for men. This would have caused a focus on women as sexual creatures.

The idea of women’s sexuality became a driving force as to why women were more often accused than men. The Malleus Maleficarum states, “all witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable.”[19] Within a society that valued sexual purity, an insatiable desire for sex would have agitated the community, especially amongst the clergy. Although the question arises, whose desire provoked the accusation, the witch or the accuser? The vow of celibacy many clergymen were sworn to would have caused feelings of uneasiness around women, especially women they may have found attractive. These same feelings may have been shared by married men who found themselves attracted to someone other than their wives. As reformers projected their feelings of guilt onto the poorer person in society, these men would have projected their feelings, either consciously or more likely unconsciously, upon women, by saying that women are lustful and seductive. Since it was believed that “those who are given to lust, the devil has more power over them,”[20] women would have been more susceptible to witchcraft accusations. Also if a woman was suspected of having an affair, a jealous wife may have accused her as well. Aging women were specifically targeted due to their need for carnal satisfaction, since many were either widowed or had husbands who were not as capable of sexual intercourse hence incapable of satisfying their insatiable desire.[21]
The witch-hunt could never be defined as having one cause, nor could one ever specify a specific demographic that were targeted. There were many things that set the stage for a witch-hunt in early modern Europe. The early modern period was a confusing time. As tensions grew, so did the witch-hunts. The Reformation, though did not cause the witch-hunt, did work as a source to increase the tensions and awareness of evil. Women were especially targeted as being producers of these evils due to the fear of human sexuality and preconceived notions about women. Through these tensions, benandante were created in order to bring order to a confusing world, but in the end the benandante were viewed much like the witches they were originally created to stop. Although many of these factors played a role in the witch-hunts, the true culprit could most likely be that of human emotion.

Witchcraft In the Bible: Increased Readership

Part of the Reformation was also due to the increased readership of the Bible. During this time, the Bible was translated into a vernacular the common person could understand with an emphasis on a literal understanding. Unfortunately, some translations were misleading; consequently, when taken literally it had deadly results. Levack gives the example of Exodus 22:18, which states, “thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” In this passage, ‘witch’ actually meant a “poisoner or ‘someone who works in darkness and mutters things.’”[6] Due to the literal translation, the word ‘witch’ was interpreted with the early modern understanding of what a witch was, which gave permission and even encouraged capital punishment on those accused.

With the Bible now written in an understandable language, it was being studied more extensively, especially by such reformers as John Calvin. Through Calvin’s studies he formulated the idea of predestination, where God elected certain people to go to Heaven regardless of the actions of the person themselves. Those who believed in predestination strove to appear as one of the elected few by living a pious and upright life. When someone did sin, they felt intense shame and feared that they were not one of the elect, thus they had a need to get rid of that guilt. In a society already feeling insecure due to its current failing financial and agricultural condition, they learned to relieve these feelings by transferring it onto another person. A common example was when a poorer person begged for money. As Levack states, “by depicting the unaided person as a witch and therefore as a moral aggressor unworthy of support, he could rid himself of the guilt that he was experiencing,”[7] for not lending them money. As this shows, although the reformation began as a means to bring enlightenment, it actually intensified fear and guilt increasing the witch-hunt
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Sociology and causes of the European witch-hunts

One theory for the number of Early Modern witchcraft trials connects the counter-reformation to witchcraft. In south-western Germany between 1561 and 1670 there were 480 witch trials. Of the 480 trials that took place in southwestern Germany, 317 occurred in Catholic areas, while Protestant territories accounted for 163 of them.[82] During the period from 1561 to 1670, at least 3,229 persons were executed for witchcraft in the German Southwest. Of this number 702 were tried and executed in Protestant territories, while 2,527 were tried and executed in Catholic territories.[83] Nineteenth-century historians today dispute the comparative severity of witch hunting in Protestant and Catholic territories. “Protestants blamed the witch trials on the methods of the Catholic Inquisition and the theology of Catholic scholasticism, while Catholic scholars indignantly retorted that Lutheran preachers drew more witchcraft theory from Luther and the Bible than from medieval Catholic thinkers.”[82]
Other theories have pointed out that the massive changes in law allowed for the outbreak in witch trials. Such laws established criteria for determining heretical nature, and punished all aspects. Another theory is that rising number of devil literature popularized witchcraft trials, in which the German market saw nearly 100,000 devil-books during the 1560s.[84] Another assumption is that climate-induced crop failure and harsh weather was a direct link to witch-hunts. This theory follows the idea that witchcraft in Europe was traditionally associated with weather-making.[85] Scholars also imply that a connection between witchcraft trials and the Thirty Years’ War may also have a direct correlation.[86]
While the previously mentioned theories mainly rely on micro level psychological interpretations, another theory has been put forward that provides an alternative macroeconomic explanation.[87] According to this theory, the witches, who often had highly developed midwifery skills, were prosecuted in order to extinguish knowledge about birth control in an effort to repopulate Europe after the population catastrophe triggered by the plague pandemic of the 14th century (also known as the Black Death).[88] Citing Jean Bodin's "On Witchcraft", this view holds that the witch hunts were not only promoted by the church but also by prominent secular thinkers to repopulate the European continent.[89] By these authors, the witch hunts are seen as an attempt to eliminate female midwifery skills and as a historical explanation why modern gynecology—surprisingly enough—came to be practiced almost exclusively by males in state-run hospitals. In this view, the witch hunts began a process of criminalization of birth control that eventually led to an enormous increase in birth rates that is described as the "population explosion" of early modern Europe. This population explosion produced an enormous youth bulge which supplied the extra manpower that would enable Europe's nations, during the period of colonialism and imperialism, to conquer and colonize 90% of the world.[90] While historians specializing in the history of the witch hunts have generally remained critical of this macroeconomic approach and continue to favor micro level perspectives and explanations,[91] prominent historian of birth control John M. Riddle has expressed agreement.[92]
As this theory has an alternative macroeconomic explanation some scholars oppose it. Diane Purkiss argues "that there is no evidence that the majority of those accused were healers and midwives; in England and also some parts of the Continent, midwives were more than likely to be found helping witch-hunters."[93] Also the fact remains that most women used herbal medicines as part of their household skills, and a large part of witches were accused by women.[94]
Another theory, proposed by the prominent American anthropologist, Marvin Harris, in his work, 'Cows, Pigs, Wars, and Witches' (1973), is that the witches were scapegoats victimized by the Church and secular lords to focus and divert public furor at a time of economic dislocation: "The practical significance of the witch mania therefore was that it shifted responsibility for the crisis of late medieval society from both Church and state to imaginary demons in human form." (Harris, 1973, 205) Religious and secular authorities, argues Harris, in leading the witch hunts, not only exonerated themselves but made themselves indispensable, cementing their power.

While the modern notion of a "witch hunt" has little to do with gender, the historical notion often did. In general, supposed "witches" were female. Saith noted Judge Nicholas Rémy (c.1595), "[It is] not unreasonable that this scum of humanity, [witches], should be drawn chiefly from the feminine sex." Concurred another judge, "The Devil uses them so, because he knows that women love carnal pleasures, and he means to bind them to his allegiance by such agreeable provocations."[95]
Gender

The vast majority of the victims of the European and North American witch trials were women. Estimates of the fraction of women among the victims range between 75% and 85%.[dubious – discuss][96][97]
Barstow (1994) claimed that a combination of factors, including the greater value placed on men as workers in the increasingly wage-oriented economy, and a greater fear of women as inherently evil, loaded the scales against women, even when the charges against them were identical to those against men.[98] Thurston (2001) saw this as a part of the general misogyny of the Late Medieval and Early Modern periods, which had increased during what he described as "the persecuting culture" from that which it had been in the Early Medieval. He noted that at the time, women were generally considered less intelligent and more susceptible to sin than men.[99]
Whilst not all of those who condemned witchcraft in this period specifically condemned women as well, there were those who did, for instance, in the Malleus Malificarum, Sprenger and Kramer stated that:

All wickedness is but little to the wickedness of a woman ... What else is woman but a foe to friendship, an inescapable punishment, a necessary evil, a natural temptation, a desirable calamity, a domestic danger, a delectable detriment, an evil of nature, painted with fair colours![100]
In a few countries however, men accounted for the majority of the accused. In Iceland, for instance, 92% of the accused were men,[97] and in Estonia 60% of the accused victims were male, mainly middle-aged or elderly married peasants, and known healers or sorcerers.[101]
Modern scholars agree that the witch hunts cannot be explained simplistically as an expression of male misogyny, as women were frequently accused of witchcraft by other women,[102] and female midwives and ‘white witches’ were particularly responsible.[103][104][105][106][107][108][109][110] It is also recognized that the supposedly misogynistic agenda of works on witchcraft has been greatly exaggerated.[111][132]
Feminist interpretations

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, various feminist interpretations of the witch trials have been made and published. One of the earliest individuals to do so was the American Matilda Joslyn Gage, a writer who was deeply involved in the first-wave feminist movement for women's suffrage. In 1893, she published the book Woman, Church and State, which was "written in a tearing hurry and in time snatched from a political activism which left no space for original research."[133] Likely influenced by the works of Jules Michelet about the Witch-Cult, she claimed that the witches persecuted in the Early Modern period were pagan priestesses adhering to an ancient religion venerating a Great Goddess. She also repeated the erroneous statement, taken from the works of several German authors, that nine million people had been killed in the witch hunt.[133]
The next prominent feminist interpretation that saw the trials as a way to persecute women came from the propaganda of Nazi Germany during the 1930s. The Nazi propagandists used witches as a symbol of northern völkisch culture, as opposed to Mediterranean or "Semitic" Christianity. One notable example of this came from Mathilde Ludendorff in her 1934 Christliche Grausamkeit an Deutschen Frauen ("Christian cruelty against German women"), where she again repeated the figure of nine million victims.[134]
In 1973, two American second-wave feminists, Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, published their own pamphlet examining the witch trials, Witches, Midwives & Nurses: A History of Women Healers, in which they put forward the idea that "the women persecuted as witches had been the traditional healers and midwives of their communities, and that their destruction had not merely been a blow against female power but against (wise and effective) natural medicine and therapies. The witch trials were therefore a victory for both patriarchy and a flawed, male-dominated, modern science."[135] Although they had initially self-published the work, they received such a positive response that the Feminist Press took over publication, and the work then began worldwide distribution, being translated into French, Spanish, German, Hebrew, Danish and Japanese.[136]
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