The European Witchcraze, c.1580-c.1650
Reasons for the growing intolerance of witches
· The term ‘witch-craze’ was used by Hugh Trevor- Roper in his 1969 book of the same name.  It has been disputed in recent times and described as inaccurate. 
· Thurston and others suggest that ‘witch hunts’ is a more accurate term.

· There are many different explanations for why the period from c.1580 – c 1650 is so associated with an increase in witch – hunting, but no one definitive answer. 

· Robin Briggs in his book ‘Witches and Neighbours’ says ‘that the real puzzle is less why it happened then than why it did not occur earlier’.  

· Europeans believed in witches long before the Reformation, and went on believing in them long after.

· One European who believed in witches and who resorted to white magic was the famous Augsburg merchant-banker Anton Fugger (banker to the Holy Roman Empire).

· He employed a village woman called Anna Megerler, to survey his trading empire through her crystal ball.  

· It shows that although sixteenth townspeople were generally more educated and literate than peasants, they still hunted witches and resorted to white magic.

· Only in the period after 1500 did they turn this belief into major attacks on fellow human beings. The murderous feelings were exhibited in both Catholic and Protestant lands.

What were the reasons for the growing intolerance of witches?

· Belief in witches had existed for centuries but it was not until the early fifteenth that the concept of witchcraft as a crime emerged on a significant scale. 

· Scholarly opinion on the extent of witchcraft was divided in the first decades of the sixteenth century. 

· Erasmus satirised the confusion between heresy and sorcery in his In Praise of Folly while the humanist authors of Letters of Obscure Men ridiculed witchcraft beliefs. 

· However, within a few years, there is little doubt that the prevalent view, even among Protestant theologians in Germany was that the diabolical pact between witches and the Devil was indeed possible.  

· One reason for the witch craze in the mid sixteenth century was the Reformation and Counter- Reformation and the renewed evangelism of the rival churches. 
· In 1522, Luther called witches ‘Devil’s whores who steal milk, raise storms, ride on goats or broomsticks, lame or maim people, torture babies in their cradles, change things into different shapes…’ 

· He later condemned lawyers who wanted precise evidence and denied open and flagrant proof of witchcraft; in 1541 he approved of the execution of four witches at Wittenberg.

Witchcraft in the Middle Ages
· From the ninth century onwards the image of the witch became intertwined with that of the Devil.  

· The Church produced the Canon Episcopi, which placed a demonological interpretation on beliefs that it held to be pagan; e.g. ancient beliefs on night-riding with the goddess Diana. 

· The science of demons, or demonology, was largely a medieval creation, though it looked to the Bible to sanction its basic claims.

· The Mediaeval Roman Catholic Church, which then dominated a large swathe of the continent, divided magic into two forms: 

· Natural magic, which was acceptable because it was viewed as merely taking note of the powers in nature that were created by God, and 

· Demonic magic, which was frowned upon and associated with demonology and necromancy 
· Witchcraft had not been considered a heresy during the High Medieval period. Witch-hunts only became common after 1400.

· The idea of witchcraft began to mingle with the persecution of heretics even in the 14th century.

· Witch-hunts in their own right began during the first half of the 15th century in south-eastern France and western Switzerland.
· They were centred in communities of the Western Alps, in what was at the time Burgundy and Savoy.

· These areas remained centres of witch-hunts in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

· Soon, the idea of identifying and prosecuting witches spread throughout the neighbouring areas of northern Italy, Switzerland and southern Germany.

· The Council of Basel, 1431 to 1437, helped to standardize the stereotype of the Satanic witch.  

· Following the meeting of the Council and the increase in the trials around this area of Central Europe, the idea that malevolent Satanic witches were operating against Christendom began spreading throughout much of the Holy Roman Empire.

Changes in Christian doctrine

· Three developments in Christian doctrine have been identified as factors contributing significantly to the witch hunts: 

· A shift from the rejection of belief in witches to an acceptance of their existence and powers, 

· Developments in the doctrine of Satan which incorporated witchcraft as part of Satanic influence, 

· The identification of witchcraft as heresy
· In the 14th and 15th centuries, the concept of the witch in Christendom underwent a relatively radical change. 

· No longer were they viewed as sorcerers, who had been deceived by the Devil into practising magic that went against the powers of God, as earlier Church leaders like Saint Augustine of Hippo had stated. 

· They became the all-out malevolent Devil-worshiper, who had made a pact with him in which they had to renounce Christianity and devote themselves to Satanism. 

· They gained new, supernatural powers that enabled them to work magic, which they would use against Christians. 

· It was believed that they would fly to their nocturnal meetings, known as the Witches' Sabbath, where they would have sexual intercourse with demons. 

· On their death, the witches’ souls, which then belonged to the Devil, subsequently went to Hell.
· This led to a shift in Christian society from a relatively open and tolerant attitude to that of a persecuting society, which taking an aggressive stance towards minorities.

· Jews, heretics (such as Cathars and Waldensians), lepers or homosexuals were often associated with conspiracy theories.

· These were seen as a concerted effort on the part of diabolical forces to weaken and destroy Christianity.
· An important turning-point was the Black Death of 1348–1350, which killed a large percentage of the European population. Many Christians believed it had been caused by their enemies. 

Developments in religious and legal ideas and the identification of witchcraft with heresy

· The ancient, traditional idea of witchcraft or maleficium was overtaken by diabolism; the idea of the Christian devil. 

· Most accusations of maleficium came from below; local people accused suspicious individuals of witchcraft for a variety of reasons.

· Diabolism was more the product of an ‘elite culture’ of lawyers, scholars, judges and magistrates, the literate and ruling classes. 

· The witch hunt could not have happened on the scale that it did until ruling elites were convinced that witchcraft was a crime of the greatest magnitude and was widely practised. 

· For various reasons, this happened in the sixteenth century even though there had been earlier prosecutions on religious grounds of suspect groups e.g. the Waldensians and Cathars in the thirteenth century.

· On December 5, 1484, Pope Innocent VIII issued the Summis desiderantes affectibus, a papal bull in which he recognized the existence of witches.

· He gave full papal approval for the inquisition to move against witches, including the permission to do whatever necessary to get rid of them. 

· In the bull, which is sometimes referred to as the ‘Witch-Bull of 1484’, the witches were explicitly accused of having ‘slain infants yet in the mother's womb’ (abortion) and of ‘hindering men from performing the sexual act and women from conceiving’ (contraception). 

What was the Malleus Maleficarum of 1486? 

· The Malleus raised awareness and conviction of the reality of witchcraft amongst the literate.

· The book became the handbook for secular courts throughout Renaissance Europe, but was not used by the Inquisition, which even cautioned against relying on the work. 

· Between the years 1487 and 1520 the work was published thirteen times. It was again published between the years of 1574 to 1669 a total of sixteen times. 

How did the Malleus help to change the popular conception of witches?
· Folk belief in reality of witchcraft had been denied by the church in earlier centuries.
· Charlemagne had specifically outlawed the old practice of witch burning ‘in the manner of the pagans’ because witchcraft was originally viewed by many early medieval Christians as a pagan superstition. 

· By the fifteenth century, belief in witches was once again openly accepted in European society, but they typically suffered penalties no more harsh than public penances such as a day in the stocks. 

· Persecution of witches became more brutal following the publication of the Malleus, with witchcraft being accepted as a real and dangerous phenomenon. 

· The Malleus Maleficarum asserted that three elements are necessary for witchcraft: the evil-intentioned witch, the help of the Devil, and the Permission of God.

· The treatise is divided into three sections. 
· The first section tries to refute critics who deny the reality of witchcraft, thereby hindering its prosecution. 

· The second section describes the actual forms of witchcraft and its remedies. 

· The third section is to assist judges confronting and combating witchcraft. 

· However, each of these three sections has the prevailing themes of what is witchcraft and who is a witch. 

· The Malleus Maleficarum relied heavily upon earlier works such as Visconti and, most famously, Johannes Nider's Formicarius (1435).

· Between 1487 and 1520, twenty editions of the Malleus were published, and another sixteen editions were published between 1574 and 1669.

· However, the publication of the Malleus Maleficarum was not as influential as earlier modern historians originally thought. 

· The Malleus was one of several key factors contributing to the witch craze, along with popular superstition and tensions created by the Reformation.

· In 1490, only 3 years after it was published, the Catholic Church condemned the Malleus as false. 

· In 1538, the Spanish Inquisition cautioned its members not to believe everything the 
Malleus said, even when it presented apparently firm evidence
· Its publication was actually followed by a slump in witch-hunting, this being reversed in the post-Reformation period, when heightened concerns over religious conformity helped renew official interest in what were considered to be the devil’s agents. 

· Important as was the Malleus, it was rarely mentioned in sermons and trial records of the period. 

· For all its wealth of corrupt and confused argument, cannot be viewed as the final synthesis of witchcraft theory. 
· At the time, it was never accorded the unquestioned authority that modern scholars have sometimes given it.  

· Theologians and jurists respected it as one among many informative books; its peculiarly savage misogyny and its obsession with impotence were never fully accepted.

· While the Malleus did not directly inspire a frenzy of witchcraft prosecutions, nevertheless it did make an important contribution to the development of the entire European witch-hunt’.

· There were various others treatises published later including Paulus Grillandus’ Tractatus de Hereticis Sortilegis in 1524. 

· He gave extensive details about the witches’ Sabbath or Sabbat, in fact this became the main source of info about these. 

· There was then a lull in publications for 40 years until the 1560s. 

· After 1560 an upsurge in prosecutions for w/craft led to the reprinting of the old works and also to new ones being published i.e. the products of judicial action.

· They used the evidence from the trials to elaborate witch stereotypes and give guidelines to officials and secular magistrates.  

· It was printed and widely circulated therefore making witch-hunting plausible but still needing the support of illiterate villagers to be possible on an intensive scale.

· It was much less the notion of ‘maleficium’ than a concept of the witch as a follower of the devil that became more important in the sixteenth century.  

· No one claiming to be educated saw their belief in witches and witchcraft as superstitious in any way, because they had scriptural backing for their beliefs.
· By the sixteenth century salvation was seen ‘as the ultimate goal of human life’.  
· Therefore, if witches were in league with the Devil, they were effectively consigning ‘the soul to damnation’ and depriving ‘untold numbers of innocents of their chance of paradise’. 
· This was put quite simply, the very worst outrage that might be committed by a human being and should be judged accordingly by the secular and ecclesiastical courts.

· The practice of witchcraft and its alliance of Devil and witch clearly led souls to damnation; the opposite of the Christian spiritual goal of reaching God through the Church.

· Both the Church and Christian secular authorities were bound to deal with witches as those committing ‘the very worst outrage that a human being was capable of’.
Why should the later sixteenth century have seen an upsurge in witchcraft persecutions?
Changes in the legal system

· Changes in the law are considered to be important in explaining the timing of the witchcraze.  

· It is important to remember that most witchcraft prosecutions after 1550 took place in secular courts; only a minority in ecclesiastical courts. 

· Sixteenth century persecution was only possible because governments, lawyers and clerics began to take age-old imaginings about devil-worshipping and subverting the community seriously. 

· Major changes in law allowed for the outbreak in witch trials. Such laws established criteria for determining heretical nature, and punished all aspects. 

· A very high proportion of the known European witchcraft trials were clearly instigated from below.

· This was only possible with the aid of a legal machinery established by the elites, and some degree of interaction between local law enforcers and the general population was commonplace.

· In general, law courts distinguished between manipulative sorcery, where the evidence of neighbours was sufficient to convict and diabolism, private or communal meetings with the Devil, where confession was necessary and hence torture might be needed to secure it. 

· Some see the great European witch-hunt as essentially a judicial operation. It was made possible in Germany by the Lex Carolina of 1532, which standardised juridical practice across the Holy Roman Empire.

· It prescribed the death penalty both for heretics and witches, and brought the secular law authorities into the process of trying witches. 

· Another reason for the surge in trials was the uncertain religious climate of the age.  
· However, there was always considerable doubt and uncertainty about how best to proceed and reactions varied enormously in different parts of Europe.

· Endemic witch-hunting over several decades occurred almost exclusively in weak states, where local courts or even forms of lynch law could take charge of the process.
· The most powerful states of the time, France, Spain and England, were characterised by official caution and low rates of both persecution and execution. 

· The timings of the witchcraze are complicated: a gradual increase of cases in fifteenth century; slight reduction in early sixteenth century; dramatic increase in late sixteenth and early seventeenth century; gradual decline in late seventeenth to early eighteenth centuries.
Other reasons for the witchcraze

· The rising number of devil literature popularized witchcraft trials, in which the German market saw nearly 100,000 devil-books during the 1560s.

· Another assumption is that climate-induced crop failure and harsh weather was a direct link to witch-hunts. Witchcraft in Europe was traditionally associated with weather.

· A new suggestion is that 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.

· Jean Bodin's ‘On Witchcraft’, puts forward the view holds that the witch hunts were not only promoted by the church, but also by prominent secular thinkers to repopulate the European continent.
· The witch hunts are seen as an attempt to eliminate female midwifery skills. 
· 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. 
· Some scholars oppose this idea and argue 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.

· 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. 

· Another theory is that the witches were scapegoats victimized by the Church and secular lords to focus and divert public furore at a time of economic dislocation.
· In general, supposed ‘witches’ were female. It is not unreasonable that this scum of humanity, [witches], should be drawn chiefly from the feminine sex.’
· Another judge agreed, 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. 
· 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.

· Religious and secular authorities, in leading the witch hunts, not only exonerated themselves but made themselves indispensable, cementing their power.

In what ways did religious developments encourage the growth of witch-hunting?  
The instability of the religious situation in Europe

· Did the religious (and economic) upheavals of the sixteenth century, which led to increasing disruption and therefore fear, especially in parts of Switzerland, France, Germany and England, have a direct effect on the timing of the witchcraze?
· It is certainly true that in some places the forces unleashed by the Reformation and Counter Reformation did serve as the main catalyst to witch hunting. 
· However, witch-hunting began almost 100 years before Luther nailed his 95 theses to the castle church at Wittenberg
· One thing that is certain is that the Reformation shattered the apparent unity of mediaeval Christendom.

· Protestantism emphasised the priesthood of all believers, the denial of the intermediary role of the sacraments and good works.

· Protestantism became the dominant religion in: 
· Many parts of Germany, Switzerland and the Netherlands; England; Scotland and parts of France, Hungary and Poland.
· Partly as a result of the Protestant Reformation the Counter or Catholic Reformation aimed to purge the Church of corruption, reform the clergy, revitalise the faith of the laity and win back souls lost to Protestantism. 
· The Catholic Church set about a range of administrative and liturgical changes authorised by the 3 sessions of the Council of Trent (1545 – 63): the Tridentine reforms.

· New orders like the Jesuits (Society of Jesus) and reinvigorated older ones like the Augustinians (Luther’s old order) and the Dominicans helped to reconvert Protestants in many parts of Europe.
· Ecclesiastical courts maintained the re-established orthodoxy of Trent and took care that the sort of religious diversity that had allowed for the emergence of ideas like those of Luther and their flourishing for so long before being identified as heretical should not happen again.
· Military forces from Catholic countries waged war against Protestants in national and international conflicts like the French Wars of Religion and the Thirty Years War in Germany. 
· As a result, parts of Germany, Austria, Bohemia, Poland, Hungary and the Netherlands returned to Catholicism while other areas remained Prot.

· So, how important was the activity involved in the Reformation and Counter Reformation in the upsurge of witch-hunting?

· The dates, 1520 – 1650 clearly coincide with the most intense period of the hunt, so some have claimed this was ‘the mainspring of the entire European witch-hunt’.
· BUT, there was witch-hunting long before Luther, not much during the 1520 -1560 period and some still in the eighteenth century.

· The connection is hard to pin down although it did intensify the process and may have helped in its spread.

· So, what was it about the changes in religion that encouraged the growth and persistence of witch-hunting?

Changes in views of the Devil

· In the fifteenth century, the power of the Devil in the world seemed to be increasing and that power seemed also to be changing.  

· In the Middle Ages, the Devil had been described as the enemy and anti-type of Christ, teaching hatred rather than love.  

· In the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries, he was increasingly depicted as the anti-type of God, the source and object of idolatry and false religion.

· This change took place mainly because of the later Scholastic emphasis on the Ten Commandments rather than the medieval 7 Deadly Sins as the basis of Christian ethics. 

· This amounted to a new moral system, adopted by both Catholics and Protestants. This contributed to the transformation of the crime of witchcraft from that of maleficium to that of devil-worship.

· Luther and Calvin were much more emphatic on the pervasive presence and power of the Devil and the need to struggle and fight against Satanic power. 
· While neither said much about witches and they did not introduce a new and original concept of the Devil (in fact their beliefs were essentially the same as those of late medieval Catholic demonologists).

· Their followers were determined to take action against witches as heretical and idolatrous.
· The importance of preaching helped disseminate to all classes the immediacy of diabolical power.

· So this made communities, not just elites, more eager to prosecute witches as agents of the Devil wherever accusations of maleficium arose.

· Preoccupation with the Devil among Catholics too can be seen e.g. in Peter Canisius’ Catechism so that all came to seek to purify the world through prosecuting witches and heretics.

Personal piety and sanctity
· Personal responsibility for their own salvation was stressed by both Catholics and Protestants. 
· Outward conformity was no longer enough; all were exhorted to become active Christians and take positive steps to reject Satan and all his works.

· Calvinist emphasis on predestination increased concern to behave as of the elect and to project guilt on to other persons that might well result in accusations of witchcraft.
· This may have been relief from the guilt felt in denying economic assistance to those less fortunate.
· The attack on superstition, paganism and magic involved in the Christianisation of Europe was spread in a body of demonological writing by Protestant pastors.

· They were preoccupied with charms, divinations etc (e.g. William Perkins) using biblical references and emphasis on diabolical involvement to condemn superstitious popular practices.  
· Catholic clergy did the same, especially those working to standardise religious practices and acting as inquisitors in Mediterranean countries.
· Because of the hostility to superstition, victims were deprived of traditional methods of protecting themselves from witchcraft e.g. sprinkling holy water etc.

· They were forced to resort to informing and instituting legal proceedings instead.

· What made the situation different in the Reformation years was the frequent coincidence of new anxieties among powerful and articulate people in Church and commonwealth with common and traditional anxieties of the general population.
Witchcraft and the godly state
· Increasingly, the secular magistrate took on responsibility for preserving the moral health of the state. 
· Whereas, in the Middle Ages the Church had taken this responsibility, now the state became the guardian of individual morality e.g. in Protestant Scotland and Sweden.

· In these areas, under clerical pressure, civil authorities authorised and carried out large witch-hunts. 
· But in Catholic states too, especially German principalities with Prince-bishops like Ellwangen (1611), Trier and Wurzburg, the authorities used campaigns against witches to sanitise the moral community. 
The effect of Protestant biblical reliance
· Protestant ideas resulted in reliance on the bible:
· as the sole source of religious truth for Protestants
· with more emphasis (at least for Calvinists) on the Old Testament
· translated into every major European language

· insistence on the literal interpretation of the text especially Exodus 22:18 ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’. 
· Apocalyptic thought based on the Book of Revelations tended to see evidence of the working of the Devil and imminence of the last days as compelling on Christians the duty to cleanse the world around them in expectation of the Messiah. 
· This provided the impetus for witch-hunting in England and Scotland.

· A very rough correlation can be made between the intensity of witchcraft prosecutions and the extent of religious divisions.

Where was witch-hunting most severe?

Why were so many witches executed in the German speaking territories of the Holy Roman Empire? 

· The multiplicity of small, weak states abiding by the newly established principle of ‘Cuius regio, eius religio’ (by his Rule, by his Religion) led to many religious borders and boundaries forming.

· In particular, northern states tended towards Lutheranism and southern states were overwhelmingly Catholic. 

· The frequently shifting borders caused by religious warfare and further decentralisation led to minority members of opposing Religions frequently finding themselves to be citizens of a new state. 

· This often led to their violent persecution at the hands of the clerical authorities. The ten most violent persecutors of witches in Germany were all Catholic prince-bishops.

· This shows the paranoid and hostile attitudes of the Catholic clergy towards those under their control, but does not show that those whom they were persecuting were exclusively, or even

mainly, Protestants. 

· It cannot be conclusively proven that differences in confession were the cause of the excessive witch persecutions within the Holy Roman Empire, as other important factors affected it. 

· In particular, The Thirty Years War’s impact, as well as the extreme political decentralisation of the area makes it unsuitable for use as a typical example of a European state.

· The picture is, therefore, one of religious divisions and conflicts fostering political instability and violence.

What effect DID religious conflict have on witchcraft prosecutions?

· The prosecution of witches in a religiously divided area served, therefore, as an alternative to the prosecution of heretics or religious nonconformists. 
· Both represented attempts to counteract the religious subversion that Satan was inspiring and abetting and both were driven by religious zeal.’
· One factor that underlay both the formulation and the transmission of the cumulative concept of witchcraft was the fear of rebellion, sedition and disorder that beset ruling elites throughout Europe during these years. 
· It is no coincidence that the earliest descriptions of the witches’ sabbath appeared when Europe was experiencing a wave of social rebellions in the late fourteenth century. 
· Nor is it any coincidence that the learned belief in organized witchcraft spread throughout Europe during a period of profound instability and chronic rebellion. 
· The era of the great witch hunt was the great age of popular rebellion in European history, centuries that witnessed religious civil wars and ultimately the first national revolutions of the modern world.
· In other words, there is a link, but it is not always a straightforward one.

The development of printing and spread of witch hunting treatises
· This provided examples of witchcraft and methods of dealing with it that stimulated further investigations and trials
· 1524: Paulus Grillandus, a papal judge who presided at a number of witchcraft trials in the vicinity of Rome, published Tractatus de Hereticis et Sortilegiis.
· This became one of the most widely read and main sources of information on the sabbat

· 1595: Nicholas Remy, judge from Lorraine published Demonolatreiae, which in many ways replaced the Malleus as the main source of information regarding the work of Satan on earth. 
· The Rhine was a major information highway of its day, carrying people, goods, books and tales from Switzerland to the North Sea and back. 
· Some local residents would have been able to read the witch-hunters’ manuals and to relate their contents to neighbours’.
· Although this literate segment of society was perfectly capable of conducting a witch hunt, for it to have succeeded though, it was also necessary for illiterate villagers to have some understanding of the diabolical nature of the crime.
· There is undoubtedly a correlation between printing in the sixteenth and the spread and acceptance of ideas about witchcraft.
· The availability of printed treatises on witchcraft no doubt played a part in stimulating the interest of literate people in the subject.
· But it is unreasonable to lay too much responsibility on the printing press for the witch prosecutions.
· The printing press also informed contemporaries on other issues and promoted interest in scientific knowledge which in part counteracted ideas about witchcraft.

· Printing played a vital role. The inquisitor and judge could now run a trial according to the textbooks, and the realities of the crimes being investigated mattered less and less. 
The workings and publications of the Inquisition
· The Inquisition developed as a formal institution of the Catholic Church after 1227, as a result of the Church’s growing concern about splinter groups within the Church. 
· Although the Pope, Gregory IX, at first limited the use of the Inquisition to Germany, in 1232 he ordered its spread to Aragon and the following year to all Catholic territories. 
· The Inquisition acquired the right to torture in 1252, as long as its practices did not mutilate, draw blood or maim. 
· Although it has a terrible reputation, there is an argument that the Inquisition may have been responsible for far fewer deaths that its popular image would suggest as it was a highly centralised, regulated institution that at least became a means of stopping lynching.
· The Inquisition and all that had helped produce it provided fuel for the fires that would soon consume the witches.

Why was the Inquisition important in the witchcraze?
· The most important link is a technical or procedural one.  The new system of criminal procedure that gradually took form during the later Middle Ages and was employed throughout continental Europe by the sixteenth century is generally referred to as inquisitorial. 

· In other words, new legal procedures, widely in use by the sixteenth century were based on the prosecution principles of the Papal Inquisition.  
· Such legal practices had long been employed, for example, against Jews and it was a small step to employ them against witches too. 

· There were links between the writings and practices of the Inquisition. and the concept of demonic witchcraft.
· Given the unusual seriousness of the crime, the code overrode the usual procedures of investigation and authorised the use of torture. 
· That provision had a wide effect on legal systems even beyond the Empire, such as that of Sweden, where existing legal practice specifically forbade torture in interrogation, but where torture was frequently used in witchcraft matters.’
· Many Catholics remained enthusiastic for a godly activity supported by the Papacy, Inquisitors and the Holy Roman Empire.  

· However, despite the possible link between Inquisitorial methods and procedures, widely accepted by the sixteenth, the situation, as always, is not that straightforward.  
· Both Italy and Spain, the heartlands of the Inquisition, saw surprisingly few witchcraft trials, with the peak of prosecutions being over as early as 1550.
· The Roman and Spanish Inquisitions prosecuted witchcraft and sorcery early and vigorously but were also the first courts to be sceptical of the evidence and mechanics of w/craft charges.

· In both Spain and Italy, the Inquisitions had become exceedingly painstaking in their legal procedures and seem to have grasped, earlier than most other jurisdictions, the sheer difficulty of obtaining satisfactory proof that an accused person was indeed a witch’.

· Spain and Italy, which remained Catholic and were relatively unaffected by the Protestant Reformation have the some of the lowest rates of witch accusation and execution (Spain -3687 accused, 101-executed)

· So, in helping to explain the timings of the witch craze, the workings and publications of the Inquisition are relevant, if a little problematic in their application.

Social and Economic Factors

Implications of the political situation in Europe and early modern state building
· Politics were often an aspect of witch trials and were in fact the state taking over a role formerly exercised by the church.
· In the period from the Reformation to the Industrial Revolution, Christianity served as the world’s first political ideology.

· An ideology is required to legitimise governments and that political ideologies had not been required in preliterate regimes in which kinship or feudal ties (were) the factors which legitimated the ruling groups.
· From the late fifteenth century, the evangelization of the popu​lace coincided with the development of what can be loosely termed nation states. 
· Nation states could not depend on the old ties to bind their people to them. Like all new regimes they demanded both ideological conformity and moral cleansing. 
· Ideological con​formity in the sixteenth century meant overt adherence to the form of Christianity preferred within the regime concerned.

· A favourite jargon phrase of the sixteenth century was ‘cuius regio eius religio’: the prince shall determine the religion of his own territory. 
· It did not always quite work out that way. The Protes​tant Henry IV of France was obliged to decide that Paris was worth a mass. 
· In most parts of Europe there were large dissident groups never completely eliminated. Few regimes actually attained ideological purity. 
· But, by and large, the principle was maintained. It was not possible in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (and is, indeed, difficult now) to put a barbed wire fence round newly acquired or consolidated borders and police them. 
· Instead, churches were built on borders and priests and ministers were sent to instruct your subjects and stamped out heresy and witchcraft -false belief and apostasy - with particular ferocity in these vulner​able border areas.
· The worst witch-hunts were in border areas between major states, e.g. Burgundy, the Rhineland, Switzerland, Savoy, and where there was conflict between Catholicism and Protestantism

· Christianity as a political ideology provided internal legitimacy. Law and order crises focused on witchcraft, and this was an economical form of control. 
· The rulers of pre-industrial Europe could use witchcraft as a cover for all forms of evil and subversion. 
· Witch-hunting covered more or less precisely the period during which Christianity had political importance, when the kingdom of God on earth was a realistic political objec​tive. 
· As soon as secular ideologies, such as liberty, fraternity or the defence of property took over, witch-hunting ended.

· If, internally, religious orthodoxy legitimized the regime, externally it justified alliances and warfare: 
· The Thirty Years War caused havoc throughout central Europe in roughly those areas where the Third World War was expected to begin. 
· Clearly, the social and economic context of the period of the witch hunts is crucial to our understanding of the phenomenon.  

· The years between 1580 -1650 were a time that saw inflation, changes in the use of land, decline of customary rights and also a prolonged period of bitter warfare in countries across Europe.
There are three main wars in this period whose impact it is important to understand.  
The French Wars of Religion
· This name is given to the long and extremely complicated struggle in France in the second half of the sixteenth century between rival families such as the Valois, the Guise and the Bourbons for both the French throne and the right to determine the religion of France.  
· French Protestants (known as Huguenots) had been gaining in influence in the 1550s and 1560s. 
· The main Protestant areas, known as the ‘Huguenot Crescent’ spread across France from the south-west in Gascony, through Languedoc to Dauphine and Provence. 
· Around 10% of the French population (approx 1.8 million) had become Protestant by the 1560s. The French form of Protestantism was Calvinist not Lutheran.
· Some historians see the main causal factor as being political and dynastic rather than religious.

· The wars were one long power struggle between the different rival groups and aristocratic factions who were able to take advantage of a series of weak monarchs in France, following the death of Henry II in 1559.  
· It is important to consider the social effects of these wars in France and their likely impact on the witch hunts.
· The French Wars of Religion were not continuous and they did not affect every region of France. However, a rising population and the economic impact of years of warfare put pressure on peasant communities. 
· There were several incidents of peasant revolts during the Wars, mainly in 1593- 4 and such occurrences can lead to anger, fear, bitterness and a desire to look for scapegoats when things go wrong. 
· Jean Bodin’s treatise against witchcraft, the Demonomania of Sorcerers was published in 1580 during the French Wars of Religion.

· The impact of the French Wars of Religion (and indeed, the Thirty Years war and the English Civil War) is most relevant in terms of their disruption of the normal patterns of life and authority.  
· France’s sixteenth religious wars set the stage for dramatic exorcisms of possessed women that were used to stir up anti-Protestant feelings.
· Is there any sort of link between the witch-trials (and their ending in France) and religious warfare?

The Thirty Years War 1618 – 48.
· The Thirty Years War was both extremely complex and extremely significant. 

· Once again, as in the French Wars of Religion and, indeed in the English Civil War, there were periods of peace between the bouts of fighting. 
· Although Germany was the scene of much of the fighting, it is important to remember that most of Germany, apart from a few strategically sensitive places was unaffected. The majority of towns never saw an enemy inside their walls.
· The war ended with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. One of its provisions effectively brought to an end the power of the Holy Roman Empire
· The Thirty Years War had various effects on the witchcraze. Soldiers returning to Sweden from Germany after the war may have introduced more extreme diabolical ideas in the 1640s. 
· Partly because of the witch hunts, but even more because of the periodic fighting in the region during the War, Trier became an area in which almost nothing could function regularly.’

· The years between 1627 and 1631, which saw the climax of these gruesome persecutions directed by the prince-bishops, (in Bamberg and Wurzburg) were also the peak period for similar outbreaks across south-western Germany. 
· The 1627 – 1632 peak coincides with the moment when the Counter-Reformation reached its political zenith in Germany with the victories of the Imperial armies in the first phase of the Thirty Years War. 
· The witchcraft persecutions, however, also took place in areas hardly touched by the conflict.  
· The great persecutions in south-western Germany from 1627 – 1631 are certainly linked to a group of militant Counter Reformation prince-bishops. 
· These episodes must also be seen against a background of plague, runaway inflation and harvest crises, all related to the War. 
· It was just the areas most seriously affected by these linked misfortunes which experienced the worst witchcraft panics.
The English Civil War

· Although there were certainly cases of witch-hunting in England in our period, there was a relative tameness in witch-hunting in Britain.  
· This is linked to the limited use of torture in witchcraft cases because in both England and Scotland, torture could only be used at the specific command of the Privy Council and only when matters of state were involved. 
· In England, this prohibition was strictly enforced, with the result that only once, during the disruptive period of the Civil War, was torture used illegally in witch–hunting.
· In other words, the link between warfare and witch-hunting in this instance is to do with the disruption of normal legal, political and cultural norms.
· There was a wave of trials’ in the 1640s which were related to the intense political atmosphere of the Civil War period.

· An unforeseeable consequence of the coming of Civil War in 1642 was that witchcraft was re-established as a live issue. 
· The most dramatic demonstration of this comes from the east of England between 1645 -1647 and is associated with Matthew Hopkins, the Witch Finder General.
· In about 1560, Europe began to experience population saturation, food scarcity and runaway inflation. 
· Its ruling class, therefore, had a desperate need for scapegoats to ameliorate the impact of social disasters for which they had no remedy: poverty, disease, crime, famine, plague, wartime carnage and revolutionary upheaval, all characteristic of this troubled society. 
· Taking a primarily economic approach, it was no accident that the great witchcraft hysteria, one of the most distinctive phenomena in the age of religious wars, began in the 1560s. 
· Other historians, of course, stress as triggers for the witch hunts the pressure put on commoners by absolutist central governments and reform-minded churches.
· Social and economic change created a mood of anxiety in all segments of society and he argues that the period of the witch-hunt constitutes a special case in history.  

· Support for witchcraft trials provided a means by which the members of European communities could acquire confidence in their own moral sanctity and ultimate salvation.
· The sort of social and economic disruption we have been considering in Europe, arising to a considerable extent from population increase, not just warfare, undoubtedly helped to create local conflicts.

· The influence of religious conflict, the nature of Protestant ideas, the Catholic concern with heresy, also encouraged religious persecutions of all kinds.

There are other factors to consider. 
· For example, there is no denying that there was also a long history of so-called ‘wise women’ in early modern times, many of whom were as much feared and mistrusted as respected. 
· There is a direct link between this and the practice and persecution of witchcraft against the poor and the powerless which was commonplace in many areas.
· Often the poor and the powerless were old, single women and we must now turn to the next important and related factor:
Why were so many of those accused of witchcraft women?
· Most estimates suggest that the total number of executions for witchcraft in Europe during ther period was between 40,000 and 50,000 of which men made up approx 25% of this total.  
· It is important to remember though that there were very large variations both from one area to another and between different types of trial.

· Women were more prominent than men at witchcraft trials, both as accused and as accusers. 

· The image of women as the more lustful and malicious sex generated suspicions and the fact that women had a lower social status than men made them easier to accuse. 

· In most regions, about 80 percent of the alleged witches killed were female. Women were then as likely to be accused witches as men were to be saints or violent criminals. 

· That was because women typically fought with curses instead of steel. She magnified her powers to frighten others and extort favours. If she could not be loved, she meant to be feared.

· Finally, a related point concerns the average age of the women accused of w/craft. Those accused were often relatively elderly.
· One thing which should be very clear by now is that it is unhelpful and misleading to generalise about the witchcraze, both the reasons why it occurred and also the nature of the accusations and prosecutions.

· It is vital, therefore, to have an understanding of both the specific nature of the accusations made about witches and how they vary, as well as an understanding of the many regional variations that exist. 
The Nature of Witchcraft Accusations
· It is unhelpful and misleading to generalise about the witchcraze, both the reasons why it occurred and also the nature of the accusations and prosecutions.

· It is vital, therefore, to have an understanding of both the specific nature of the accusations made about witches and how they vary, as well as an understanding of the many regional variations that exist. 

· It seems that for each of the explanations put forward for various aspects of the witchcraze, there are always circumstances that prove exceptions to the rule!

The preconditions
· The necessity for the ruling elite and the common people to have some knowledge of the various activities that witches allegedly engaged in.

· The laws and the judicial machinery.

· The presence of a crisis mentality, both religious and political.

· It is not surprising that one combination of factors seems to have ‘caused’ a witch-hunt in one area while a virtually identical situation did not produce prosecutions in another.  

· Witch-hunts did not start spontaneously in those communities that were intellectually, legally and psychologically prepared to experience them.  There was always a trigger factor; someone who ‘had to get the ball rolling’. 

· The evidence required to convict an alleged witch varied from country to country, but prosecutions everywhere were most frequently sparked off by denunciations, while convictions invariably required a confession. 

· The latter was often obtained by extremely violent methods. Although Europe's witch-frenzy did not begin until the late 15th century, brutal techniques were routinely used to extract the required admission of guilt. 

· They included hot pincers, the thumbscrew, and the ‘swimming’ of suspects (an old superstition whereby innocence was established by immersing the accused in water for a sufficiently long period of time). 

· Investigators were consequently able to establish many fantastic crimes that could never have occurred, even in theory. 

· That said, many judicial procedures of the time required proof of a causative link between the alleged act of witchcraft and an identifiable injury, such as a death or property damage.

· The flexibility of the crime and the methods of proving it resulted in easy convictions. 

· Any reckoning of the death toll should take account of the facts that rules of evidence varied from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and that a significant number of witch trials always ended in acquittal.

· Various acts of torture were used against accused witches to coerce confessions and perhaps cause them to name their co-conspirators. 
· The torture of witches began to grow after 1468 when the Pope declared witchcraft to be ‘crimen exeptum’ and thereby removed all legal limits on the application of torture in cases where evidence was difficult to find. 

· With the publication of the Malleus Maleficarum in 1487 the accusations and torture of witches again began to increase, leading to the deaths of thousands.

· In Italy, an accused witch was deprived of sleep for periods of up to forty hours. This technique was also used in England, but without a limitation on time.[60] 
· Sexual humiliation torture was used, such as forced sitting on red-hot stools with the claim that the accused woman would not perform sexual acts with the devil.
· Besides torture, at trial, certain ‘proofs’ were taken as valid to establish that a person practiced witchcraft:  

· The diabolical mark. Usually, this was a mole or a birthmark. If no such mark was visible, the examiner would claim to have found an invisible mark.

· Diabolical pact. This was an alleged pact with Satan to perform evil acts in return for rewards.

· Denouncement by another witch. This was common, since the accused could often avoid execution by naming accomplices.

· Relationship with other convicted witch/witches

· Blasphemy

· Participation in Sabbaths

· To cause harm that could only be done by means of sorcery

· Possession of elements necessary for the practice of black magic

· To have one or more witches in the family

· To be afraid during the interrogatories

· Not to cry under torment (supposedly by means of the Devil's aid)

· To have had sexual relationships with a demon

Executions

· The sentence generally was death (as Exodus 22:18 states, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’). 
· There were other sentences, the most common to be chained for years to the oars of a ship, or excommunicated then imprisoned.
· Nearly always, a witch's execution involved burning of their body. In England, witches were usually hanged before having their bodies burned and their ashes scattered. 
· In Scotland, the witches were usually strangled at the stake before having their bodies burned—though there are several instances where they were burned alive. 
· In France, witches were nearly always burned alive.  Most of the victims were never given proper burials, since they had been convicted of witchcraft; they were no longer considered people. They were often laid in unmarked graves.

· The peculiar beliefs and superstitions attached to or associated with witchcraft caused those who were suspected of practising the craft to be extremely likely to be subjected to tortures of greater degree than any ordinary heretic or criminal. More, certain specific torments were invented for use against them.

· It has been suggested that the execution of persons associated with witchcraft resulted in the loss of much traditional knowledge and folklore, which was often regarded with suspicion and tainted by association. 
Numbers of executions

· The historian Brian Levack, author of The Witch Hunt in Early Modern Europe (1987), took the number of known European witch trials and multiplied it by the average rate of conviction and execution. 
· This provided him with a figure of around 60,000 deaths; however, for the third edition of the work (2006) he later reassessed that number to 45,000. 
· This number was criticised as being too low by Anne Llewellyn Barstow, author of Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch Hunts (1994).

· She arrived at a number of approximately 100,000 deaths by attempting to adjust Levack's estimate to account for what she believed were unaccounted lost records.
· There has been much debate among historians about whether witch accusations and persecutions arose from ‘above’ or ‘below’.  

· Village and small town witchcraft was the basic type, the everyday reality around which everything else was built.

· Witchcraft was about envy, ill-will and the power to harm others, exercised in small face-to-face communities which, although they could contain such feelings, found it almost impossible to disperse them.  
· Witches were people you lived with, however unhappily, until they goaded someone past endurance.

· It is therefore a misconception to see persecution as essentially directed and managed from above, a mere adjunct to state-building, religious conflict and social hostility.   
· We must downgrade support by the rulers to being a necessary condition for widespread persecution, not its fundamental cause.

· The multiple local variations resulted from a complex and unpredictable interaction between popular and elite ideas about witchcraft’.

The process of the trial
· Most suspects brought to trial were accused by their neighbours, not by sadistic witch hunters. 
· Many of the accusers were themselves women and about a quarter of those convicted were men.  
· Legal developments encouraged the process of witchcraft persecution. 

· Firstly the inquisitorial system of criminal procedure, which was widely adopted in continental Europe, made it easier for cases to be prosecuted. 
· It was easier to secure convictions when courts had the right to use torture, which seems to have been used extensively in the Holy Roman Empire and in Scotland. 
· The level of persecution was less marked in England, where common law procedures did not permit the use of torture except in treason cases.
· In much of continental Europe, decisions to execute were taken by local, sometimes even village courts and by amateur judges, 
· In England, cases were tried by experienced and senior judges who were culturally distanced from the world of village squabbles that so often formed the context of witchcraft accusations.
· The Essex Puritan, Matthew Hopkins, was the first (and last) in England habitually to use torture, like the Scots, and predictably, he came up with confessions more like the common diabolic European norm.
· There were also other ‘techniques’ used to try to establish guilt, such as ‘pricking for the mark’ and ‘swimming’.   

Case studies
Ban de la Roche near Strasbourg

· Ban de La Roche in Alsace collectively converted from Catholicism to Lutheranism and experienced witchcraft trials in the years 1620-1630. 

· The toll of the witch hunts in the region was proportionately high: available records mention 174 residents accused of witchcraft between 1607 and 1630. 

· The fate of many is unknown, but it is certain that at least 83 were convicted, of whom 80 were executed. 
· It was surrounded by Catholic areas, and had a significant Catholic minority. Its                              

witchcraft  records are unusually rich for the period. 

· None of the surviving documents indicates that members of one Religion harassed adherents of the other under the cover of witchcraft charges.

· This is a major blow to the confessional explanation; one of the best documented towns of the 

period yields no evidence in its favour. 

· As well as this, there is a twenty year gap between the towns’ conversion to Protestantism and the first recorded witch-trials, implying that the two events were in no way linked. 

· It could be asserted that Ban de la Roche is not typical enough for the period, in that it experienced relative peace throughout its abjuration from Catholicism, 

· It was sheltered from the Religious radicalism of other areas, but as it presents such excellent recorded evidence it speaks fairly authoritatively.

Matthew Hopkins, the ‘Witch-finder General’, in Essex and Suffolk
· Hopkins' witch-finding career began in March 1644 and lasted until his retirement in 1647. 

· During that period, he and his associates were responsible for more people being hanged for witchcraft than in England in the previous 100 years. He was solely responsible for the increase in witch trials during those years. 

· He is believed to have been responsible for the deaths of 300 women between the years 1644 and 1646.

· It has been estimated that all of the English witch trials between the early 15th and late 18th centuries resulted in fewer than 500 executions for witchcraft. 

· In the 14 months of their crusade Hopkins and his associate Stearne sent to the gallows more people than all the other witch-hunters in the 160 years of persecution in England. 

· Hopkins often used techniques such as sleep deprivation to extract confessions from his victims. 

· He would also cut the arm of the accused with a blunt knife, and if she did not bleed, she was said to be a witch. 

· Another of his methods was the swimming test, based on the idea that as witches had renounced their baptism, water would reject them. 

· Suspects were tied to a chair and thrown into water: all those who floated were considered to be witches. 

· Hopkins was warned against the use of ‘swimming’ without receiving the victim's permission first. This led to the ‘legal’ abandonment of the test by the end of 1645. 

· Hopkins and his assistants also looked for the Devil's mark. This was a mark that all witches or sorcerers were supposed to possess that was said to be dead to all feeling and would not bleed.

· In reality, this was usually a mole, birthmark or an extra nipple or breast. If the suspected witch had no such visible marks, invisible ones could be discovered by pricking.

· ‘Witch prickers’ pricked the accused with knives and special needles, looking for such marks, normally after the suspect had been shaved of all body hair.

Geographical spread of witchcraft prosecutions

· The 30,000 to 50,000 casualties of the European witch-hunts were not distributed uniformly. Three-quarters of Europe saw not a single trial. 

· Witch persecution spread outward from its first centre in alpine Italy in the early 15th century, and came to an end in Poland, where witchcraft laws were finally repealed in 1788. 

· The Spanish Road stretching from Italy to the Netherlands was also a "witch-road’. 
· The Catholic-ruled Spanish Netherlands (today's Belgium) saw far worse persecutions than the Protestant-ruled United Provinces of the Netherlands, which had stopped burning convicted witches by 1600. 
· There were early panics in the German cities of Brandenburg and Mecklenburg, as well as in Lorraine, France, and parts of Switzerland and Scotland. 
· The Rhineland and Southwest Germany suffered severe outbreaks, with German ecclesiastical territories hit hardest. 
· Three-quarters of all witchcraft trials took place in the Catholic-ruled territories of the Holy Roman Empire. 
· But Catholic Portugal, Castile and Spanish-ruled Italy, and the Orthodox lands of Eastern Europe saw virtually none. 

· In south-western Germany between 1561 and 1670 there were 480 witch trials. 

· Of the 480 trials that took place in south-western Germany, 317 occurred in Catholic areas, while Protestant territories accounted for 163 of them. 

· The town of Baden burned 200 witches from 1627 to 1630, more than all the convicted witches who perished in Sweden. 
· The tiny town of Ellwangen, Germany, burned 393 witches from 1611 to 1618, more than Spain and Portugal combined ever executed. 
· The Catholic prince-bishop of Würzburg, Germany, burned 600 witches from 1628 to 1631, more witches than ever died in Protestant Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Iceland combined. 
· The Swiss canton of Vaud executed about 1,800 witches from 1611 to 1660, compared with Scotland's toll of between 1,300 and 1,500 and England's toll of 500. 
· In the Pays de Vaud, in south-western France, nine of every ten people tried were put to death.

· In Finland, the corresponding figure was about one in six (16%). 

· The claim of some Catholic apologists that Elizabeth I executed 800 witches a year is gross slander. 
· In south-west Germany alone, 3,229 people were executed for witchcraft between 1562 and 1684. 

· Of this number 702 were tried and executed in Protestant territories, while 2,527 were tried and executed in Catholic territories. 

· This was far more than were executed for any reason by the Spanish, Portuguese, and Roman Inquisitions between 1500 and 1800.
· The most-dreaded lay witch-hunter was Nicholas Rémy, attorney general of Lorraine, who boasted of sending 900 persons to the stake in a single decade (1581-1591). 
· But the all-time grand champion exterminator of witches was Ferdinand von Wittelsbach, Catholic prince-archbishop of Cologne, Germany, who burned 2,000 members of his flock during the 1630s.

· In the Holy Roman Empire, 100,000+ were accused and 50,000+ were executed. In France, 10,000+ were accused and 5,000+ were executed. 

· These extraordinarily high rates of accusation and execution occur within states which were throughout the period marked by their divided religious confession, and their

devastation by religious war.
· Both Catholic and Protestant lands saw light and heavy hunts. Demonologists and critics alike came from both religious camps.

England

· In York, England, at the height of the Great Hunt (1567–1640) one half of all witchcraft cases brought before church courts were dismissed for lack of evidence. 

· No torture was used, and the accused could clear him/herself by providing four to eight comparators, people who were willing to swear that he/she was not a witch. 

· Only 21% of the cases ended with convictions, and the Church did not impose any kind of corporal or capital punishment. 

· James I backed new legislation in 1604 (previous witchcraft statutes had been passed in England in 1542 and in England and Scotland in 1563) which laid down harsher penalties for witchcraft.

· But the law also had the effect of taking the prosecution of witchcraft and magic out of the hands of the Church and passing it completely to secular courts. 

· In fact, through the reign of James I, witchcraft prosecutions noticeably declined in England. This is in marked contrast to Scotland where James ruled as James VI. 

· One of the most intense persecutions in all Europe was carried out here in this relatively small and under-populated kingdom.

· It is likely that there were more than a thousand executions during the period, much greater in absolute let alone relative terms than in its southern neighbour England.’

Scotland

· In Scotland, although the prosecutions were in large measure undertaken by the Scottish Church or Kirk, they took place in secular courts.

· There were, of course, many problems with the ‘confessions’ extracted under torture. 

· Witchcraft was seen as a crimen exceptum, which meant, quite simply, that since it was not amenable to the normal principles of proof, normal standards of interrogation and court procedure would not meet the situation. 

· Torture was necessary to extract a confession, it was necessary to admit the testimony of those not normally allowed to bear testimony in courts of law: women, children, interested parties and convicted felons.  

· The management of trials for witchcraft apparently ran counter to much of the emerging rationalisation and depersonalisation of criminal law and practice in the sixteenth century

· There was really no period in the whole of the witch hunting era when the indictment, trial and execution of a witch was regarded by either authorities or populace as completely routine. 

· A witch was, by definition, an abnormal person. The execution of a witch was a demonstration of group solidarity. 

· It removed the provocative deviant and redefined the boundaries of normality to secure the safety of the virtuous community.

· Not least of the difficulties with the ‘confessions’, is that as more and more trials took place and more and more confessions were documented, these could act as a precedent or guide for future cases and the process became self-perpetuating. 

· Often those accused used similar forms of wording and similar examples of their ‘crimes’, prompted by a certain line of questioning in court.

Why were there important differences between the English and continental witch-hunting traditions?
· The checks and balances inherent in the English jury system, which required a 23-strong body (the grand jury) to indict and a 12-strong one (the petit jury) to convict, always had a restraining effect on prosecutions. 
· Another restraining influence was its relatively rare use of torture: the country formally permitted it only when authorized by the monarch, and no more than 81 torture warrants were issued (for all offences) throughout English history.
· Continental European courts, while varying from region to region, tended to concentrate power in individual judges and place far more reliance on torture. 
· The significance of the institutional difference is most clearly established by a comparison of the witch-hunts of England and Scotland.

· In Scotland, a more investigative approach was used in criminal cases; this placed more emphasis on the role of the inquisitor. 

· The death toll inflicted by the courts north of the border was always far greater than that in England.
· In England, during the early 1640s, the Civil War resulted in the suspension of jury courts for three years. 
· Several freelance witch-hunters emerged during this period, the most notorious of whom was Matthew Hopkins, who emerged in of East Anglia and proclaimed himself ‘Witch-finder General’. 
· Such men were inquisitors in all but name; the followed denunciations and used torture to obtain a confession.

· They claimed a mastery of the supposed science of demonology that allowed for identification of the guilty by, for example, the discovery of witches' marks.

· Various acts of torture were used against accused witches to coerce confessions and perhaps cause them to name their co-conspirators. 
· The torture of witches began to grow after 1468 when the Pope declared witchcraft to be ‘crimen exeptum’ and thereby removed all legal limits on the application of torture in cases where evidence was difficult to find. 

· With the publication of the Malleus Maleficarum in 1486 the accusations and torture of witches again began to increase, leading to the deaths of thousands.

· In Italy, an accused witch was deprived of sleep for periods of up to forty hours. This technique was also used in England, but without a limitation on time. 
· Sexual humiliation torture was used, such as forced sitting on red-hot stools with the claim that the accused woman would not perform sexual acts with the devil. 
Where was witch-hunting most severe?

Case Studies

North Berwick in Scotland

· This was the first major witchcraft persecution in Scotland, and began with a sensational case involving the royal houses of Denmark and Scotland. 
· King James VI sailed to Copenhagen to marry Princess Anne, sister of Christian IV, King of Denmark. 
· During their return to Scotland they experienced terrible storms and had to shelter in Norway for several weeks before continuing. 
· The admiral of the escorting Danish fleet blamed the storm on the wife of a high official in Copenhagen whom he had insulted. 
· Several nobles of the Scottish court were implicated, and witchcraft trials were held in both countries.
· More than a hundred suspected witches in North Berwick were arrested, and many confessed under torture to having met with the Devil in the church at night, and devoted themselves to doing evil.

· This included poisoning the King and other members of his household, and attempting to sink the King's ship.
· One of the accused, Agnes Sampson, was examined by James VI at his palace of Holyrood House. She was fastened to the wall of her cell by a witch's bridle, kept without sleep and tortured.

· After these ordeals, she confessed to the fifty-three indictments against her. She was finally strangled and burned as a witch.

· Nearly 2,000 witchcraft trials took place in Scotland, the vast majority from the period 1620-1680. 
· As many as 4,000 accused witches may have been killed in Scotland in the years 1560-1707. 
Torsaker in Sweden

· Witch trials suddenly had begun to multiply in Sweden after the first trial in 1668.

· Priests were ordered to inform their congregations of the crimes committed during their sermons.

· Witch-hunts spread across the country, where they had earlier been a rarity. 
· One priest had two boys stand at the door of the church to identify the witches by an invisible mark on their forehead as they went in. 
· On one occasion, one of these boys pointed at the wife of the priest himself, but she (as she told her grandson who wrote down the story) then slapped the boy, and he quickly apologized.

· On 15 October 1674, the witch trial of Torsåker opened. About one hundred people, of both sexes, were accused by the children. 
· The best source for the trial is instead an account written by the grandson of the priest, who wrote down the story in 1735, sixty years afterwards dictated by his grandmother.

· It is unclear how many were convicted and not executed. It is claimed many of those convicted escaped, and that some of the women were not executed because of pregnancy. 
· According to the account, 65 women and 6 men were beheaded and their bodies burnt.

Bamberg

· The Bamberg witch trials, which took place in 1626–1631, are among the more famous cases in European witchcraft history. 
· They resulted in the executions of between 300 and 600 people, and were some of the greatest witch trials in history, as well as some of the greatest executions in the Thirty Years' War.

· The Bamberg witch trials erupted during a period of a series of mass witch trials in the area of Southern Germany, at the same time as the Würzburg witch trials.

· The witch craze of the 1620s was not confined to Germany, but influenced Alsace, Lorraine and Franche-Comté.

· The area had been devastated by war and conflicts within the Holy Roman Empire, as well as a series of crop failures, famines and plagues. 
· Rather than blaming the politicians, people looked for supernatural explanations, and accusations of witchcraft proliferated. 
· Bamberg at the time was a small state ruled by a Prince-Bishop , who took a leading role in the persecutions: he earned the nickname Hexenbischof or ‘Witch-bishop’. He was aided by Bishop Forner, who wrote a book on the subject. 
· The Prince-Bbishop built a ‘witch-house,’ complete with torture-chamber adorned with appropriate biblical texts. 
· The Bamberg witch trials have been described as possibly the worst of the period.

· The bishop's chancellor, Dr. Haan, was burnt for showing suspicious leniency as a judge. He confessed to having seen five burgomasters of Bamberg at the sabbat, and they too were duly burnt.

Wurzburg

· The first persecutions in Würzburg started around the city in 1626 and lasted until 1630. 
· As was so often the case, the mass trials of sorcery, the victims included people from all society: nobles, councillors and mayors. 
· Many of the witch-trials of the 1620s developed during the Catholic re-conquest. In some areas the lord or bishop was the instigator, in others the Jesuits. 
· Sometimes local witch-committees were set up to further the work. The Prince-Bishop of Würzburg was particularly active.

· In his reign of eight years (1623–31) he burnt 900 persons, including his own nephew, nineteen Catholic priests, and children of seven who were said to have had intercourse with demons. 
· In Eichstatt, a Bavarian prince-bishopric, a judge claimed the death of 274 witches in 1629. 
· In Neuburg, 50 were executed between November 1628 and August 1630. 
· In the three prince-archbishoprics of the Rhineland the fires were also relit. At Coblenz, the seat of the Prince-Archbishop of Trier, 24 witches were burnt in 1629; at Schlettstadt at least 30—the beginning of a five-year persecution. 
· The craze of the 1620s was not confined to Germany: it raged also across the Rhine in Alsace, Lorraine and Franche-Comté. 

The end of the witch trials
· Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, ways of thinking hitherto common to mankind were not merely altered; in some vital respects, they were reversed.
· Most historians agree that after 1650 European witch hunting declined significantly and that a major reason for this decline was the change in mental attitude of most educated Europeans. 
· Appeals to human reason to dismiss hysterical claims were one of the great liberating forces of mankind in the early modern period.
· He also argues that this appeal to human reason, ‘in practical, rather than in theoretical terms, seems to have played a decisive role in the decline of witch – hunting.’  He cites two other crucial factors;

· The possible lessening of social tensions within the village community which had led to witchcraft accusations in the first place, and the gradual impact of urban values on the community
· The state’s conquest of the so-called borderlands: some of the most important trials had occurred in the frontier regions.

· These were crucial battlegrounds between the rival confessions, between orthodox faith and local folk custom and between central political power and regional privilege e.g. the Basque region; Franche-Comte; south-western Germany; the duchy of Lorraine.

· Witch-hunting ‘usually ceased under the occupation of an alien army or when the ‘true’ religion had prevailed at parish level. 
· The triumph of orthodox, even ‘official’ religion, rather than the rise of a more secular society, helped dispense with witch persecutions even in the borderlands.’

· The end of the witch-hunts resulted in part from ‘the triumph amongst the educated classes of a scientific, mechanistic world view which took hold in the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. 
· There was no room for devil-worshipping witches in a universe that God had made to run like clockwork, according to scientific laws.’
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