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The European Witch Craze of the 14th to 17th 
Centuries: A Sociologist's Perspective' 

Nachman Ben-Yehuda 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

From the early decades of the 14th century until 1650, continental 
Europeans executed between 200,000 and 500,000 witches, 85% or 
more of whom were women. The character and timing of these exe- 
cutions and the persecutions which preceded them were determined 
in part by changed objectives of the Inquisition, as well as by a dif- 
ferentiation process within medieval society. The witch craze an- 
swered the need for a redefinition of moral boundaries, as a result 
of the profound changes in the medieval social order. The fact that 
these executions and the accompanying demonological theories en- 
joyed widespread and popular acceptance can be explained through 
the anomie which permeated society at that time. While these con- 
ditions provided the intellectual, cognitive background for the witch- 
hunts, economic and demographic changes, together with the emo- 
tional need for a target, explain why the witch-hunts were directed 
at women. 

The continental European witch craze, in its most virulent form, lasted 
from the early decades of the 14th century until 1650. This paper at- 
tempts to analyze this phenomenon from a macrosociological point of view, 
concentrating on several questions clustered along three axes. The first 
axis concerns timing: Why did the witch craze start in the 14th century? 
Why did it become a popular and widespread craze between the 15th and 
17th centuries? Why did it end in the 17th century? The second axis per- 
tains to content: Why the suddenly increased attention to witchcraft, black 
magic, and the like? How can the emergence of a whole religious ideology 
concerning the witches, conceived as an antithesis to "true" Christianity, 

1 I am indebted to S. N. Eisenstadt, Morris Janowitz, Edward Shils, Victor Azaria, 
Barbie Zelizer, and three anonymous readers whose comments on a previous draft were 
tremendously helpful in revising and refining the arguments presented here. In par- 
ticular, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Barry Schwartz for his en- 
couragement, patience, and penetrating criticism throughout the lengthy process of 
researching and writing this paper and to Joseph Ben-David for his patience and for 
innumerable and indispensable insightful comments and suggestions. I am also very 
grateful for the Blitsteins' warm support, without which this paper would never have 
materialized. Grants from the Department of Sociology, University of Chicago, and 
the Faculty of Social Sciences, Hebrew University, enabled the writing of this research 
report. 
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be explained? Why did this ideology culminate in persecutions of witches? 
How can we explain the use of witchcraft-an age-old phenomenon-for 
faking of an antinomian theology, not by those who adhered to it, but by 
those supposedly opposed to it? The third axis involves the target of the 
witch-hunts: Why were women singled out as the main victims? 

The answers suggested are based on the convergence of various condi- 
tions. The vested interests of such control organs of the Catholic church 
as the Dominicans and the Inquisition, and the collapse of the authorita- 
tive framework of religion and of the feudal social order, offer answers 
related to the first axis. The dissolution of the medieval cognitive map of 
the world, which gave rise to utopian expectations, magical beliefs, and 
bold scientific explorations, relates to questions along the second axis. 
Changes in the economy, demography, and family, especially changes in 
the role of women-some of which were of catastrophic proportions-ex- 
plain the nature of the target of the craze. The spatial distribution of the 
witch-hunt and its termination resulted respectively from the presence or 
absence of all or some of these conditions in different parts of Europe 
during the period in question and from their disappearance everywhere at 
the end of the period. 

Before I attempt to deal with these explanations, it is important to de- 
scribe the particular characteristics of the European witch craze itself and 
to determine exactly which of its aspects require explanation. 

WITCHCRAFT, WITCH-HUNTS, AND WITCH CRAZE: THE PHENOMENON 
TO BE EXPLAINED 

Although the canonical books of the Old Testament nearly ignore the sub- 
ject, one of the few places where witches are mentioned is in the story of 
the "Witch of Endor" with whom King Saul consulted before his last 
battle (1 Sam. 28:9). A second example is embedded in the Law itself, in 
the divine command "Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live" (Exod. 22: 10; 
Williams 1959, p. 27). Throughout the Bible, however, all stories con- 
cerning witches are neutral in the sense that witches, devils, and demons 
are never elaborately conceptualized, and the existence of an all-encom- 
passing supernatural, demonic world is never mentioned. 

According to leading authorities on magic in classical Greece and Rome, 
magical processes were employed in both societies to produce rain, prevent 
hailstorms, drive away clouds, increase wealth and the like, but were also 
used for evil purposes (Baroja 1965; Hughes 1965). 

O'Dea (1966) defines religion as ". . . the manipulation of non-em- 
pirical or supra-empirical means for non-empirical, or supra-empirical, 
ends... ." In contrast, he defines magic as ".... the manipulation of non- 
empirical or supra-empirical means for empirical ends . . ." (O'Dea 1966, 
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p. 7). Such an approach recalls the work of Weber (1964), for whom 
witchcraft is a kind of technology and the magician's main function is to 
cope with relatively ad hoc interests and tensions. Magical powers can be 
"forced" to serve human needs through the magician's correct use of for- 
mulas. 

These, I believe, were the essential characteristics of European witch- 
craft practice before the witch-hunts of the 14th to 17th centuries: its 
"technological" nature, its ad hoc purposes, its extremely specific goals 
(love potions, specific spells, love magic, and the like). There did not yet 
exist a developed, systematic conceptualization of a negative supernatural 
world, diametrically opposed to this world and at war with it. The witch, 
so far, had a special position vis-a-vis the gods (or deities): with the cor- 
rect "technological" use of spells, potions, and the like, she could compel 
them to perform specific actions. 

In the European witch-hunts of the 14th to 17th centuries, however, 
witchcraft was transformed into a completely evil entity which created 
problems instead of solving them. With the publication of the Malleus 
maleficarum [The witch's hammer] in the 1480s, demonological theories 
reached a peak in which witchcraft constituted an independent "antireli- 
gion." The witch lost her powerful position vis-a-vis the deities: her abil- 
ity to force the deities to comply with her wishes was replaced by a total 
subordination to the devil. In short, the witch became Satan's puppet. 

These changes in the conceptualization of witchcraft are of crucial im- 
portance. Because witchcraft was regarded as a routine, day-to-day (al- 
most personal) technology until the 14th century, witches were classified 
as good or bad, depending on the objective of their magic. After the 14th 
century, a whole systematic theory was devoted to witchcraft: books were 
written on the subject, and experts specialized in its theory ("demonolo- 
gists") and practice ("inquisitors," "witch-hunters," and the like). This 
analytical shift to the "new" eclectic demonological theories was precisely 
what was needed to enable the inquisitors, and other individuals, to perse- 
cute legitimately hundreds of thousands of witches. 

The witch-hunts did not affect all the areas of continental Europe in 
the same way. Also, the English witch craze was notably different from 
that in continental Europe (see Anderson and Gordon 1978; Currie 1968; 
even though both are poorly argued; see also Keith 1971; Notestein 
1968; MacFarlane 1970). The witch craze in Scotland, on the other hand, 
highly resembled the continental pattern (Robbins 1959).2 From the 
2 In England the witch craze started and ended later than in continental Europe and 
was much milder. There, a demonological ideology did not prevail and persons accused 
of witchcraft were considered to have committed crimes against men and not against 
God. It is very likely that the lack of inquisitorial machinery, the clear-cut relation- 
ships between church and kingdom, and a strong monarchy rendered less painful the 
English struggle with the problems Europe was faced with. Furthermore, in England 
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sources available, it appears that the worst European witch-hunts occurred 
in Germany, Switzerland, and France, and that those in other areas were 
far less extreme (Cohn 1975; Hughes 1965; Kieckhefer 1976; Lea 1957; 
Monter 1969, 1976; Robbins 1959; Russel 1972; Trevor-Roper 1967; 
Williams 1959; Midelfort 1972). 

In general the European witch craze began to crystallize in the second 
and third decades of the 14th century. A fervent believer in the power and 
reality of magic, Pope John XXII himself gave it its impetus as he en- 
couraged inquisitors to persecute relentlessly all sorcerers, magicians, and 
other heretics owing to his fear that witchcraft practices were rapidly 
spreading (Lea 1901, 3:450-54). In effect, however (Lea 1901), the ac- 
tions of Pope John XXII merely reinforced already growing fears about 
witchcraft. In 1326 he issued his Super illius specula which "authorized 
the full use of inquisitorial procedure against witches" (Trevor-Roper 
1967, p. 103). There he specifically stated that ". . . some people, Chris- 
tian in name only, have forsaken the first light of truth to ally themselves 
with death and traffic with hell. They sacrifice to and adore devils; they 
make or obtain figurines, rings, vials, mirrors . . . by which they command 
demons ... asking their aid ... [and] ... giving themselves to the most 
shameful subjection for the most shameful of ends . . ." (Robbins 1959, 
p. 288). 

The pope's efforts resulted in a small scale witch-hunt in the Alps and 
the Pyrenees lasting for more than a century and a half. Although indi- 
vidual, scattered trials of witches had already been carried out in 1245 and 
1275 (Robbins 1959, pp. 207-9, 287-88), the early decades of the 14th 
century witnessed a tremendous intensification of attempts to stifle witch- 
craft practices, especially in France. The witch craze continued to gain 
momentum throughout the 14th and 15th centuries, and by the 1490s the 
hunts were being conducted in full fervor. No doubt they were accelerated 
by the publication of the Malleus maleficarum by Dominicans Sprenger 
and Kramer in 1487-89 (reprint 1968) (Zilboorg and Henry 1941). 
". . . European witchcraft ... between 1450 and 1750 . . . was conceived 
of as a virulent and dangerous blend of sorcery and heresy. Sorcery [in- 
cludes] anything that aims at negative supernatural effects through for- 
mulas and rituals. The other element, heresy ... is the pact with the Devil, 
the Witches' Sabbath in the form of a black or inverted Mass . ." (Monter 
1969, p. vii). 

The main feature of the European witch craze was the "Witches' Sab- 

the judicial system was more humane than in Europe. It appears that during the 14th 
to 17th centuries England was in many respects outside the dispute which tore Europe 
apart. Scotland, however, experienced much more religious turmoil, which affected the 
judicial foundations of the law and-together with King James VI of Scotland's per- 
sonal encouragement-enabled the occurrence of a virulent witch craze there. 
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bath," the climax of which was a huge orgy between the devil and witches; 
at this time new witches were initiated. The ceremony allegedly included 
denying salvation, kissing the devil's posterior, spitting on the Bible, hav- 
ing promiscuous sexual orgies, feasting on roasted or boiled unbaptized 
children's flesh and exhumed corpses, mocking the holy sacrament of bap- 
tism, cursing the cross, and the like (Mackay [1841] 1932; Murray 1962; 
Carus 1974; Trevor-Roper 1967; Russell 1977). 

Such a negative view of the witch, as well as the whole new perception 
of witchcraft and demonology, dramatically changed the perception of 
witchcraft as technology: witchcraft was losing its neutral technological 
character in favor of an elaborated and complicated image of an antireli- 
gion. The total ideological transformation in the perception of the witch, 
however, did not take place until the 15th century, when it was crystal- 
lized, authorized, and accepted. 

The Dominicans' theories concerning witchcraft were widely accepted at 
the time. They based their beliefs on a dualistic assumption which viewed 
the world as a battlefield in which a struggle between the godly sons of 
light and the satanic sons of darkness was being played out. The stories 
and myth of the witches can be regarded as the exact qualitative opposite 
of the conception of Christ, and witchcraft as the exact opposite of what 
was supposed to be the true faith, Christianity (Ben-Yehuda 1976, pp. 
94-99). 

In opposition to the idea of the holy birth of Jesus, the Dominicans tell 
us of a perverse and barren sexual intercourse between the devil and the 
witch. We are told further that the devil, appearing as either an attractive, 
supersexual female form ("succubus") or a supersexual male form ("in- 
cubus"), would come before a human male or female, respectively, in order 
to seduce them. However, because the incubus did not possess his own 
sperm, the human female had to steal it from her unsuspecting husband in 
order to copulate with the devil. There were also many reports that the 
succubus was in fact a revived corpse, who became a corpse again3 once 
her identity was discovered (see, e.g., Robbins 1959, pp. 254-59, 461-69, 
490-92). 

Contrary to the day when Christians meet to pray-Sunday morning- 
the devil and his legions prefer the night between Friday and Saturday. 
Christians meet in a holy church; the devil and his legions in weird places 
such as cemeteries. In the church, people have the holy images of Jesus 

3 The explicit sexual overtones of the witch-craze myth cannot-and should not-be 
ignored. Demonologists went to great lengths to associate witchcraft with detailed de- 
scriptions of perverted sexual practices and with the overt, irresistible seductive sexual 
behavior of the devil's legions. Emphasis was laid particularly on the "insatiable" 
sexual appetite of women: incubi, for example, outnumbered succubi by at least 10 to 
one (Robbins 1959, p. 490). 
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and Mary to revere; at the witches' Sabbath, the images are of toads, 
stinking goats, cats, dogs, and the like. In church, people kiss the cross; 
at the Sabbath, they kiss the he-goat's posterior. The symbols and objects 
used at the ceremony in the church (wine, wafers, water) are mocked at 
the Sabbath. In contrast to the holy baptism, the devil had his own-a 
mark imprinted on the witch, while filthy water was sprinkled throughout 
the ceremony by stinking toads. Music was also played during the satanic 
ceremonies; however, in contrast to the music played in church, this music 
was macabre, played with strange instruments like horses' skulls, oak logs, 
human bones, and the like. In church, people tasted the holy symbols 
(wafers and wine); at the Sabbath they feasted on the roasted flesh of 
unbaptized babies (MacKay [1841] 1932; Trevor-Roper 1967). All in all, 
the overwhelming evidence indicates that the witch beliefs were a negative 
mirror image of the so-called true faith. 

In their most disastrous form, the witch-hunts lasted until shortly after 
the end of the Thirty Years' War in 1648. Although there are records 
of sporadic witch trials and executions until 1750 in some places, 1650 
marked the end of the worst and most remarkable aspects of the witch 
craze. During the whole period, between 200,000 (the most conservative 
estimate) and half a million people were executed (burned, drowned, be- 
headed, strangled, or hanged)4 on accusations of witchcraft (Currie 1968, 
p. 10; Kittredge [1929] 1972; Robbins 1959, pp. 16-17). ".... Germany 
was almost entirely occupied in building bonfires. . . . Switzerland had to 
wipe out whole villages in order to keep them down. Travellers in Lorraine 
may see thousands and thousands of stakes . . ." (Trevor-Roper 1967, p. 
152). 

Evidence indicates that the majority of the witch craze's victims were 
women (Garrett 1977). In one specific area in southwest Germany, females 
constituted 85% of all victims (Midelfort 1972, pp. 179-80). Monter 
(personal communication, 1976) claims that a comparison of his research 
with that of Midelfort shows that nearly 90% of the victims were women. 
Lea (1957, p. 1079) reports that in Switzerland ". . . almost every woman 
... was considered ... a witch.... ." In ".... (Weisensteig and Rotten- 
berg) . . . we find overwhelming proportions of women (98-100 per cent) 

." (Midelfort 1972, p. 179). 
It has also been observed that the witch-hunts were conducted in their 

most intense form in those regions where the Catholic church was weakest 
(Lea 1957; Rose 1962) (Germany, Switzerland, France). In areas with a 
strong church (Spain, Poland, and eastern Europe) the witch craze was 

4 Hsu (1960, p. 35) places the numerical limits between a minimum of 30,000 victims 
and a maximum of several millions. 
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negligible.5 Finally, we must realize that the description of the witch cult 
here is, necessarily, only partial and inexhaustive. 

WITCHCRAFT: POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS 

Aside from the early "arm-chair anthropologists" (i.e., Frazer [1922] 1963; 
Levy-Bruhl [1923] 1966), the anthropological empirical work on witch- 
craft-most of it carried out in so-called primitive societies-can be classi- 
fied according to three major theoretical approaches. The first is a func- 
tional approach which views witchcraft as serving certain "useful" functions 
such as the alleviation of anxiety, integration, and the creation of cohesion 
(Evans-Pritchard 1937; Kluckhohn [1944] 1967; Malinowski 1955; 
Smelser 1962, pp. 95-100). The second is a structural approach which sees 
accusations of witchcraft as part of the relation network among different 
groups in a stratified society. A structural explanation could suggest that 
witchcraft accusations arise in times of rapid social change, because of 
social inequalities, various authority systems, or links with the social struc- 
ture itself (e.g., Douglas 1966, 1967; Gluckman 1963; Marwick 1952; 
Nadel 1952; Turner 1957; Wilson 1951). A third approach (Levi-Strauss 
1963, chaps. 9 and 10; Turner 1969) analyzes the symbolic level in witch- 
craft rituals, focusing on the utilization, meaning, efficiency, and universal- 
ity of various symbols used in magical practices. 

Some scholars also deal with the phenomenon from a medical point of 
view. Forbes (1966), Harner (1973), and Harris (1974, pp. 178-92) argue 
that flying and other "hallucinations" experienced by witches were side 
effects of certain chemicals-highly hallucinogenic ingredients present in 
the ointment with which the witches smeared themselves. Psychological ap- 
proaches focus either on the witches as presenting psychiatric symptoms 
(Caulfield 1943; Sarbin 1969; Schoeneman 1977; Zilboorg and Henry 
1941; Zilboorg 1935) or on the emotional needs of the accusers (Anderson 
1970; Rosen 1968, p. 15; Szasz 1970). 

Another group of theoreticians tried to explain the witch-hunts as a vari- 
ety of minority-group persecutions (Lewis 1971; Trevor-Roper 1967), in 
which witches were used as scapegoats for political, social, or economic 
purposes (Nelson 1971; Currie 1968; Schoeneman 1975). Typical is Har- 
ris's (1974, p. 205) explanation that ". . . the . . . significance of the witch 

5 By this time, the "church" was no longer a single unit, as evidenced by the religious 
turmoil among competing churches in Switzerland, France, and Germany. Nonetheless, 
in using the term "the church," I refer specifically to Catholicism as the religious 
social structure that, more or less, held Europe together over an extended period of 
time. 
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mania . .. was that it shifted responsibility for the crisis of late medieval 
society from both Church and State to imaginary demons...."O 

Recent research, however, reveals that while old, single women were 
persecuted at the beginning of the craze, they were replaced by younger 
and married women toward its middle and end. Except for these shifts in 
the choice of victims, no particular group of women was spared from per- 
secution. This finding contrasts sharply with psychiatrically oriented ap- 
proaches, according to which only bizarre or socially unacceptable women 
were persecuted as witches, and strongly supports the ideas presented in 
this paper. The European witch craze of the 14th to 17th centuries was a 
unique historical combination of accusations against people, especially 
women, of whom the overwhelming majority were probably completely in- 
nocent, and the creation of a theological system in which witchcraft be- 
came a phenomenon of central importance. 

Therefore, most of the explanations of witchcraft mentioned above deal 
with functionally different phenomena from the European witch craze of 
the early modern era. While the theory of scapegoating fits the phenome- 
non under consideration, it does not explain its religious importance and 
intensity, its intellectual elaboration, the questions of timing and distribu- 
tion, or the selection of women7 as its target. In the following pages an 
attempt will be made to identify the conditions which can explain these 
details. 

TIMING: WHY DID THE WITCH-HUNTS BEGIN? 

The witchcraft myth was created and crystallized largely by a number of 
Dominican friars. Until the 13th century, the Catholic church's official 
policy regarding witchcraft was summarized in the Canon episcopi (Lea 
1957), which regarded belief in witchcraft as mere illusion. 

The Inquisition was founded in the 13th century in order to combat the 
deliberate, continued, and public denial of the church's doctrine by bap- 
tized Christians, primarily by the Cathari but also, to a much lesser ex- 
tent, by the Waldenses (Lea 1901, 1:3; Madaule 1967; Nelson 1971; 

6 One group of writers gave credence to the very existence of the witch cult, claiming 
that the varying frequency of trials simply reflected the varying prevalence of witches. 
Many modern occult books and movies hold this position; among their predecessors 
we find Summers (1956), Murray (1921), Michelet (1965), and nearly all of the 
medieval demonologists (Robbins 1959, pp. 145-47). 
7 Very few authors attempted to explain why women were the main victims of the 
witch-hunts, and only recently did a few bother to examine relevant statistics; see 
Garrett (1977); Matalene (1978) ; Midelfort (1972); Nelson (1971); and (though 
unsatisfactory) Ehrenreich and English (1972). 
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Wakefield and Evans 1969). Thus the Inquisition's primary objective was 
to single out and reconvert heretics. 

In 1203 Saint Dominic first met the Albigensian heretics in Southern 
France; three years later he started a campaign to bring them back to the 
faith. In July 1216, Pope Innocent III, for whom he conducted his cam- 
paign, died, and the pope's successor, Honorius III, finally formally sanc- 
tioned Saint Dominic's new order-the Dominicans (December 22, 1216). 
The new order was established with the express hope that it would win 
back various groups of heretics to the church (i.e., the Albigensians, the 
Waldenses, who flourished in the early 12th century, and most important, 
the Cathari, who flourished in the 12th and 13th centuries in western 
Europe [Hinnebusch 1966; Mandonnet 1944]). 

The pope's expectations of the Dominican Order were never realized, 
however; it failed to bring the lost sheep back to the fold, especially the 
Cathari. Between 1208 and 1213, Innocent III initiated a lengthy military 
crusade against heretics in Southern France in general and the Cathari in 
particular (Madaule 1967). The swift and bloody battle at Montsegur in 
1243 marked the end of the Cathari movement as a serious threat to the 
church. Most of the Cathari who remained were driven underground, and 
many of the French Cathari fled to Italy. Although the heresy lingered 
through the 14th century, most of it had faded in the 1270s; it finally 
disappeared in the 15th century (Puech 1974; Turberville 1964). The 
Waldenses received a similar treatment. By the end of the 13th century, 
persecution had virtually eliminated the sect, and by the end of the 15th 
century the survivors were segregated, for the most part, in the Italian 
and French valleys of the Alps (Cohn 1975). 

Although the Cathari and Waldenses were probably the most visible and 
important heretics at the time, they were not the only ones (Lerner 1970; 
Loos 1974; Russell 1971; Runcimon 1955; Turberville 1964). For exam- 
ple, there were the Hussites who flourished from the end of the 13th cen- 
tury to about 1430, John Wyclif (1330-84) and his followers, and later, 
the Lollardy (extinguished in 1431), the Flagellants who flourished from 
about 1260 until the mid-15th century (their last persecutions and trials 
occurring in 1446-81) (Leff 1967), and the dancing manias (Rosen 1968). 

However, by the 1250s practically no heretics were left to be pursued 
by the Inquisition (Lea 1901; Nelson 1971; Szasz 1970; Trevor-Roper 
1967; Turberville 1964). The two major heretic factions-the Cathari and 
Waldenses-were in essence eliminated, while other groups were either too 
small or controlled with an iron hand. In order to justify the continuation 
of the Inquisition's machinery, the inquisitors began to search for new 
apostates. "The Inquisition . . . set about to introduce and develop the 
parallel heresy of witchcraft, thereby widening its scope . . ." (Robbins 
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1959, pp. 207-8); also a campaign was initiated in Rome to extend its 
jurisdiction to the infidel Jews8 and the Moors of Spain. 

While the inquisitors immediately began a campaign to extend their 
jurisdiction to the more "traditional" scapegoat, the Jews, they simulta- 
neously demanded, from the 13th century on, that their authority be ex- 
panded to include witches they claimed to have found in the Pyrenees and 
the Alps.9 Their efforts were yielding results early in the 14th century 
when Pope John XXII issued his Super illius specula. When, however, be- 
tween 1487 and 1489, the atrocious Malleus maleficarum was printed, with 
the blessings of Pope Innocent's witch bull, Summis desiderantes, the "art 
of witchcraft" had reached its peak, and the inquisitors' desire to control 
witchcraft was almost totally realized. 

Although important and authoritative, the Malleus maleficarum was by 
no means the first, or the only, book about witches published in the 15th 
century. Approximately 15 different books were published on the subject 
after 1435 (the date of Nider's Formicarius). Of these, Jacquier's Flagel- 
lum haereticorum fascinariorum (1458) proved to be somewhat of a turn- 
ing point. 

Jacquier defined witchcraft-for the first time-as a new, evil form of 
heresy (Lea 1901, 3:497; Robbins 1959), claiming that witches were 
qualitatively different from the rest of humanity. It should be recalled 
that until this time the Catholic church's official position on witchcraft 
was based on the Canon episcopi,'0 which pointed out that beliefs in 
witchcraft were mere fantasies and that he who believed in witchcraft had 
lost his faith. Jacquier's problem was how to cope with this statement in 
terms of his own beliefs in witchcraft. His solution was swift and clear: 
he stated that the existence of the "witch sect" indicated the existence of 
witches qualitatively different from the ones to which the Canon episcopi 
alluded. He claimed that witches were organized and used to fly to the 
atrocious Sabbath ceremonies, where they indulged in sexual orgies with 
the devil and feasted on roasted unbaptized infants. This paved the way 
for the new conception of the witch. 

8 The Inquisition in the Iberian peninsula kept persecuting Jews until the 17th century 
(Eliav 1971; Roth 1971; Wolff 1971), which explains in part the absence of European- 
style witch-hunting there. 
9 Already in 1257 the Inquisition pressed the papacy for inquisitorial power over 
witchcraft, but the papacy resisted (Trevor-Roper 1967, p. 108). 
10 The origin of that document is not entirely clear. Kors and Peters (1972, pp. 28-31) 
date it to 1140 and find mention of it in The Concordance of Discordant by Gratian. 
However, they no doubt used the English translation of H. C. Lea (1957, 1:178-80). 
Lea himself (1957, p. 494) attributed the Canon episcopi to an obscure meeting, the 
Council of Anquira, held perhaps in the 4th century (although there does not seem 
to be any record of such a council). Notwithstanding the obscurity surrounding its 
origins, the Canon episcopi was definitely adopted by later canonists as official policy 
concerning the matter of witchcraft. 
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Some 30 years later, the Malleus maleficarum appeared; it was to be- 
come the most influential and widely used handbook on witchcraft. The 
book is divided into three parts. The first section attempts to prove by 
argumentation (rather than factual demonstration) the existence of 
witches and devils. It states that he who does not believe in the existence 
of witches is himself a victim of witchcraft practices (Szasz 1970)-a 
clear departure from the policy of the Canon episcopi. The second sec- 
tion tells how to identify a witch-what signs, techniques, and tests to 
use. This is important because previously there had been no readily avail- 
able, easy definition of a witch. The third section of the book describes 
the legalities of investigating and sentencing a witch. 

The Malleus explicitly connected witchcraft with womanhood, explain- 
ing that ". . . witchcraft is chiefly found in women . . ." because they were 
more credulous and had poor memories and because ". . . witchcraft comes 
from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable . ." (Sprenger and Kramer 
[1487-89] 1968, pp. 41-48). The book's recommended way to destroy the 
devil was to burn his host (the witch) ".... using green wood for the slow 
burning of the grossly impenitent . . ." (Sprenger and Kramer [1487-89] 
1968, p. 220). The authors specifically encouraged the use of torture to 
elicit confessions. 

The importance of the Malleus cannot be overestimated. Its enormous 
influence was practically guaranteed, owing not only to its authoritative 
appearance but also to its extremely wide distribution. It was one of the 
first books to be printed on the recently invented printing press (Trevor- 
Roper 1967, p. 101) and appeared in no fewer than 20 editions (Zilboorg 
and Henry 1941). It became the textbook of the Inquisition, and, with 
the insertion of the Summis desiderantes as its preface, the last impedi- 
ment to the inquisitorial witch-hunt was removed.11 The moral backing 
had been provided for a horrible, endless march of suffering, torture, and 
human disgrace inflicted on thousands of women. 

This account clearly links the beginnings of witch-hunts to the vested 
interest of the Dominicans and the Inquisition. They had a professional 
interest in the discovery of problems and of populations on which to exer- 
cise their specialized theological expertise in heresies and their investi- 
gative skills. The fact that they showed much less interest in witches in 
Spain and Portugal than in other countries of western Europe is consis- 
tent with this hypothesis of professional interest. In the Iberian peninsula 
the persecution of Jews and Moors provided them with plenty of intellec- 
tual challenge and employment. 

1'Lea (1957, 1:338-45) and Zilboorg and Henry (1941, p. 151) provide vivid and 
accurate descriptions of the various techniques of deception used by Sprenger and 
Kramer in order to authenticate their book. 
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The End of the Medieval Order 

The professional interest of the inquisitors explains why they began to take 
an interest in witches as early as the 13th century. But the transforma- 
tion of this interest into an elaborate demonological theology took place 
only in the 15th century, and only then did the general public begin to 
share increasingly the interest of professional inquisitors in witches. To 
explain these developments requires a broader perspective on the social, 
institutional, intellectual, and emotional changes which culminated be- 
tween the 15th and 17th centuries. 

During the 13th to 17th centuries in general, and the 14th to 17th 
centuries in particular, the medieval social order underwent a series of sig- 
nificant changes which completely altered the dominant European outlook. 

According to Pirenne (1937), the growth of cities and of an industrial 
form of production started in the Low Countries and in England in the 
12th century, and from there reached down the Rhine in the 13th century. 
Among the changes that took place in the economic expansion of the 13th 
century was the development of numerous cities in Flanders (reaching 
a peak in the 14th century [Nicholas 19761) and England, a significant 
increase in population size, perfection of the monetary system, and the 
mapping of new lands (Pirenne 1937, pp. 189-90; Thrupp 1972; Le Goff 
1972; Bernard 1972). The expansion of commerce was not limited to cen- 
tral Europe, as ore mining began in Poland (Molenda 1976) and Medi- 
terranean trade flourished at the same time (Ashtor 1976).12 

This economic development brought with it increased trade, expanded 
urban industry, standardization, exports, division of labor, and specializa- 
tion (Bernard 1972; Thrupp 1972; Le Goff 1972). By the end of the 13th 
century and the beginning of the 14th, ". . . the development of industry 
and commerce completely transformed the appearance and indeed the very 
existence of society . . . continental Europe was covered with towns from 
which the activity of the new middle-class radiated in all directions . . . 
the circulation of money was perfected . . . new forms of credit came into 
use ... ." (Pirenne 1937, pp. 189-90; see also Le Goff 1972; Russell 1972). 
All this was only the beginning of a process the peak of which was reached 
in the 14th to 16th centuries. These centuries proved a turning point not 
only in commerce but also in geographical discoveries and their utilization 
(Postan and Rich 1952; Postan, Rich, and Miller 1963). "The explo- 
ration and exploitation of non-European areas by Europeans during the 

12 The economic development originally described by Pirenne has been corroborated 
by many other scholars. Cipolla (1976; 1978, p. 32) called it a "Commercial Revolu- 
tion" and "a sort of Industrial Revolution." Other sources corroborate the fact that 
l1th- to 13th-century Europe experienced intensive industrial, commercial, and mone- 
tary developments (Bernard 1972; Carus-Wilson 1941; Earle 1969; Lane 1933; Lopez 
1976; Thrupp 1972). 
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15th and 16th centuries form one of the greatest phenomena of the Re- 
naissance . . ." (Penrose 1962, p. vii), no doubt forcing ". .. a re-evalua- 
tion of the idea of Europe as a model Christian society . ." (Rattansi 
1972, p. 7). 

These extreme and relatively rapid changes made deep inroads in the 
hierarchic structure of feudal society sanctioned and legitimized by the 
Catholic church. In the medieval tradition, the moral boundaries of so- 
ciety were clearly defined. There was Christendom ruled spiritually by 
Rome and structured in a uniformly conceived hierarchic feudal order, 
firmly embedded in a finite cosmic order ruled by God. This order was 
threatened by the heretic Jews and Moslems, but their heresies were al- 
ready related to the Christian tradition, and the relationship to them was 
clearly defined: they had to be converted and saved or, if recalcitrant, 
fought and suppressed. 

This order became increasingly threatened by the rise of urban society 
that did not fit into the feudal hierarchy, by the growth of contact with 
non-Christian people that did not fit the conversion-conflict model, and by 
the resultant autonomy of economic and political transactions from theo- 
logical guidance. 

Stress and confusion created by these circumstances were further aggra- 
vated by external catastrophes, especially the devastating epidemics of 
plague and cholera which decimated the population of Europe and lasted 
throughout the 14th century. Furthermore, even the physical climate of 
Europe underwent severe changes in those fateful centuries, as evidenced 
by the onset of the Little Ice Age (Russell 1972, pp. 51-52), and the 
appearance of the great comet of 1528, which caused great fear and 
anxiety. 

Stress and confusion, however, were only one aspect of these develop- 
ments (Holmes 1975). There was confusion about the moral boundaries 
of society and the cognitive map of the world; frequently there was fear 
of impending doom. But there was also an opening up of new possibilities 
and a rise of standards of living in the wake of the great catastrophes of 
the 14th century. Those who survived the epidemics inherited the wealth 
of the deceased, and even those who had to maintain themselves by their 
work could obtain far better wages than before because of the shortage 
of manpower. 

Thus the 15th century was a time of great enterprise, bold thought, 
innovation, as well as one of deep confusion and anomie (Durkheim 1951), 
a feeling that society had lost its norms and boundaries and that the un- 
controllable forces of change were destroying all order and moral tradition. 
These developments allowed many contemporary thinkers to overstep the 
boundaries of reality and enter the realm of magic, fancy, and make- 
believe. Thus during the period between the 15th and 17th centuries there 
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was frequently no clear demarcation between rational science and magic. 
The inquisitors were forming their demonological theories in the early 

years of the scientific revolution (Ben-David 1971; Debus 1970; Rattansi 
1972), when pseudoscience was rarely distinguished from other forms of 
science (Thorndike 1941; White 1913). There was great preoccupation 
with so-called secret (or esoteric) knowledge, namely, the Hermetic 
movement (Seligmann 1948), which ". . . focused attention on ... extraor- 
dinary and marvelous virtues.... The aim was to grasp the hidden powers 
of nature and the mysterious forces . . ." (Rattansi 1972, p. 5). This ex- 
plains why ". . . the growth of demonology and of the witch-hunt mania 
paralleled that of the scientific revolution . . ." (Kirsch 1978, p. 152) as 
well as a rise of interest in social utopias and "ideal societies" in the early 
decades of the 15th century (Cohn 1961; Graus 1967), which was another 
reaction to the dissolution of the cognitive and moral boundaries of the 
medieval world. The anomie resulting from the uncontrolled changes called 
forth positive as well as negative reactions. The expansion of horizons and 
the instability of social conditions, the Reformation, the beginning of the 
scientific revolution, Renaissance art, and humanism took advantage of 
the disappearance of traditional norms and boundaries for the creation 
of greater cultural diversity and freedom, giving rise to a new, infinitely 
more differentiated culture than that of the Middle Ages. The witch craze 
was a negative reaction in the sense that its purpose was to counteract and 
prevent change and to reestablish traditional religious authority. 

Talcott Parsons's views on the development of modern European society 
are worth considering at this point. In his analysis, he contends that the 
traditional feudal system began to differentiate during the 11th century, 
starting a process which led-by the 17th century-to an increasing au- 
tonomy of the religious, governmental, and economic institutions. The new 
social order, based on relatively autonomous institutions, replaced a pre- 
vious rigid, religiously defined, and more or less unified social system (Par- 
sons 1966, 1971). The social change affected the very "center" or the 
"collective conscience" of society (Durkheim 1964; Shils 1975), or, to use 
Parsons's own term, the definition of the "societal community." In simpler 
terms this means that there was a newly felt need for the definition of the 
moral boundaries of society. By persecuting witches, this society, led by 
the church, attempted to redefine its moral boundaries. This was one 
of the numerous instances in which deviance served the social functions 
of emphasizing and creating moral boundaries and enhancing solidarity 
(Cohen 1966; Durkheim 1950; Erikson 1964, 1966; Lauderdale 1976). 
In fact, the witch craze was fictious deviance, created for those purposes. 

Until the Renaissance, the Catholic church was at its peak of power. 
All problems were treated as theological or theosophical, and the moral 
boundaries of society were well defined with no serious threat to them. 

14 

This content downloaded from 165.190.89.176 on Sat, 26 Dec 2015 00:23:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp




The European Witch Craze 

This is the reason that during the so-called dark Middle Ages we have 
hardly any record of witch crazes. 

Once the results of the differentiation process became visible in the 
15th century, and a sharp decline in the church's authority was notice- 
able, ". .. the church began to need an opponent whom it could divinely 
hate . . ." (Williams 1959, p. 37), so that a redefinition of moral bound- 
aries could take place. This helps us understand why only the most rapid- 
ly developing countries, where the Catholic church was weakest, experi- 
enced a virulent witch craze (i.e., Germany, France, Switzerland). Where 
the Catholic church was strong (Spain, Italy, Portugal) hardly any witch 
craze occurred, even if these were rapidly developing societies, such as the 
Italian city-states. Although this was not the first time that the Catholic 
church was threatened, this development culminating in the Reformation 
was definitely the first time that the church had to cope with a large- 
scale threat to its very existence and legitimacy (Elton 1963), as ". . . the 
Reformation shattered the unity of Christendom, and religious conflicts 
. . . destroyed the illusion of the perfect Christian societies . . ." (Rattansi 
1972, p. 7). 

For this reason, Protestants persecuted witches with almost the same 
zeal as the Catholics, despite many objective differences between them. 
Protestantism might have been a result of the differentiation process, but 
this is not to say that Protestants were able either to master or to steer 
the process itself. Protestants and Catholics alike felt threatened both by 
the process and by each other. 

Dominican theory portrayed witchcraft and witches as the negative 
mirror image of the true faith. This made it possible to attribute all the 
undesirable phenomena associated with the anomie of the age to the con- 
spiracy of Satan and the witches against Christianity. By associating 
everything negative with witchcraft, the ideal components of the true faith 
were positively highlighted. In this sense, the witch craze could be called 
a "collective search for identity" (Klapp 1969) and the authors of the 
atrocious Malleus maleficarum can be seen as "moral entrepreneurs" 
(Becker 1963, pp. 147-63), taking part in a "moral crusade" (Gusfield 
1967), striving to restore the integrity of the old religious-moral commu- 
nity. Witches were the only deviants who could be construed as attack- 
ing the very core of the social system, through antireligion. 

This explains why a number of theologians and intellectuals found in 
the demonology of witches a cognitively satisfactory diagnosis of the moral 
ills of their time. It still has to be explained how this abstruse theory be- 
came so readily accepted by the masses. 

As a result of the severe socioeconomic stress, the entire feudal social 
order crumbled and "immense sadness and a feeling of doom pervaded the 
land" (Anderson 1970, p. 1733), intensified and aggravated by the severe 
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climatological changes, demographical revolutions, and the disruption of 
family and communal life, all of which were perceived as signs of impend- 
ing doom (Connor 1975). Furthermore, ". . . the individual was confronted 
with an enormously wider range of competing beliefs in almost every area 
of social and intellectual concern, while conformity-inducing pressures of 
a mainly ecclesiastical sort were weakened or discredited . . ." (Rattansi 
1972, pp. 7-8). The existential crisis of individuals-expressed in terms 
of anomie, alienation, strangeness, powerlessness, and anxiety-created a 
fertile soil in which the Dominican solution could flourish. 

What could better explain the strain felt by the individual than the 
idea that he was part of a cataclysmic, cosmic struggle between the "sons 
of light" and the "sons of darkness"? His personal acceptance of this par- 
ticular explanation was further guaranteed by the fact that he could assist 
the "sons of light" in helping to trap the "sons of darkness"-the despised 
witches-and thus play a real role in ending the cosmic struggle in a way 
that would bring salvation nearer. Thus the differentiation process threat- 
ened not only the macroinstitutional level but also the microlevel-each 
person's individual cognitive map. In such a case, a redefinition of moral 
boundaries and a restructuring of cognitive maps would be more than wel- 
come: for this reason, the witch craze won extensive popular support. 

WITCHCRAFT AS AN IDEOLOGY13 

What made the demonological theory so attractive to the masses was that 
it had all the characteristics of what could be considered an effective ideol- 
ogy. The concept of ideology referred to is Geertz's (1964). Although he 
limits his discussion to situations in which the need for cognitive and moral 
reorientation is the result of the emergence of "autonomous polity," name- 
ly, the differentiation of the political from the religious sphere, widespread 
need for such reorientation is caused by every process of significant insti- 
tutional differentiation. Such processes create a disturbing discrepancy 
between what is believed and reality. The function of ideology is to pro- 
vide authoritative concepts capable of rendering the situation meaningful 
and "suasive images" by which the meaning can be "sensibly grasped" 
and which can arouse emotions and direct mass action toward objectives 
which promise to resolve existing strain. 

The existence of widespread strain due to the inadequacy of traditional 
concepts, especially in the religious-moral sphere, has been documented 
above. However, it is possible to show that much of this strain became 
particularly focused on-women, which explains why witches-usually fe- 
male ones-could become such effective symbols in a new ideology. 
13 I am grateful to Joseph Ben-David for suggesting the connection between ideology 
and the witch-craze phenomenon. 
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How women became such a symbol can be explained through three 
events: structural and functional changes in the family, changes in the 
status and role of women, and demographic changes. 

Aries (1962) points out that the medieval family was a property-hold- 
ing unit, and " . . . the home of the early Middle Ages was the heart of 
the industrial life of the community . . ." (Goodsell 1915, p. 207). In this 
home, the woman possessed a central role, both as a housekeeper and 
mother and as a breadwinner. For example, ". . . in the 7th century the 
textile industry was wholly carried on by wives and daughters of the 
family.... Such was the case prior to the 12th century when weanng... 
[increasingly became] . . . a skilled craft in the hands of the men .. 
(Goodsell 1915, p. 208). Goodsell's book leaves the reader with a firm 
impression of the medieval wife's hard life. 

According to Jarrett (1962), the main functions of a married woman 
were (1) to provide male heirs for the family's property and (2) to make 
her husband richer by the treasures she was supposed to bring as her dowry 
(also in Bullough 1974; Goodsell 1915) and as a producing unit. Jarrett's 
main theme is the subordinate status of medieval women. 

The social position of medieval women is a problematic issue, and re- 
searchers have only recently begun to explore it seriously (e.g., Herlihy 
1971; Morewedge 1975; Power 1975; Stuard 1976). Power (1926, 1975) 
states that the social position of medieval women was far from clear in 
that it was the subject of an ongoing dispute between the church and the 
aristocracy. She claims, however. that everyone seemed to accept the sub- 
ordination of women, and that the prevailing attitude toward women was 
one of possession. There were also those who regarded women as danger- 
ous and seductive, or even as superior beings (as in the Virgin Mary cult) 
(Warner 1976); this view seems inconsistent with subordination of women. 
Part of Power's conceptual confusion stems, no doubt, from her lack of 
attention to dates, but, nonetheless, she provides us with a clear example 
of the subordinate role of medieval women (the inconsistencies will be 
dealt with later).14 

Toward the end of the 13th and beginning of the 14th century, a time 
ripe with economic upheavals and changes, many families moved from the 
rural areas to towns, changing their economic outlook and shifting from 
producing and exchanging goods to a purely cash economy. This shift had 
a number of consequences: (1) A family of this type could hardly afford 
to support ill, unemployed, or unproductive members. (2) The family 

14Several recent studies (Bainton 1971, 1973; Chojnacki 1974; Coleman 1971; Gies 
and Gies 1978; Herlihy 1971; O'Faolain and Martines 1973; Stuard 1976) generally 
tend to corroborate the conception of the subjugation of medieval women but also 
point to specific instances, periods, and situations in which women successfully raised 
their status. 
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structure's main function changed from a property-holding, working unit 
to a consuming unit. (3) As a result of the great number of peasants 
coming to town in the 13th century, the worker's real wages remained 
very low, and any fluctuation in business caused severe survival problems. 
This situation understandably produced considerable insecurity among the 
new city dwellers (Cohn 1961; Helleiner 1967). (4) Consequently, male 
employees in large-scale enterprises (textiles, flour mills, mining) subsisted 
too close to the starvation level and could not afford marriage. Moreover, 
C. . . marriage of the artisan depended on admission to masterhood, and 
this in turn depended on conditions which favored the masters of the 
guild. Guild regulations prohibited admission of married apprentices.. 
(McDonnell 1954, p. 84; see also Wrigley 1969).13 

These factors, when combined, created strong pressures on women to 
enter the job market, either to support their families if they had any, or 
to support themselves if they were alone. The fate of the unmarried girl 
was more or less sealed (Goodsell 1915, p. 210). Some were sent to con- 
vents (McDonnell 1954), others could stay with their families and help 
with work. In the cities, however, women without mates or families to 
support them and with no chance of entering a convent usually worked 
in spinning and weaving. Some also resorted to prostitution (McDonnell 
1954). Sources on the history of prostitution (Bullough and Bullough 
1964; Henriques 1963; Sanger 1937; Scott 1936) attest to the sharp in- 
crease in the number of prostitutes in growing urban industrial centers of 
the 14th and 15th centuries. La Croix (1926, vol. 2) points out that 
cities along the Rhine and in Alsace-Lorraine (where new industries were 
developing) had instituted numerous laws against prostitution by the end 
of the 14th century. (These places, incidentally, were also characterized 
by a high degree of witch-hunting.) It hardly seems coincidental that 
Sprenger-one of the authors of the Malleus-came from Cologne, the 
principal industrial and commercial city on the Rhine (Nelson 1971, p. 
25). 

During this period numerous rich families attempted to establish secu- 
lar convents to which they could send their unwed daughters, but these 
convents deteriorated rapidly and were later turned into hospitals and 
poorhouses (McDonnell 1954, pp. 82, 84; Nelson 1971, p. 25). 

The pressures on women to enter the job market were thus very strong, 
and women responded by entering various newly industrialized spheres. 
Consequently, during the 13th and 14th centuries, women's differing roles 
as part of the traditional family structure and as unmarried workers be- 
came very problematic. 

15 This rule, essentially, was an attempt by those in power to keep it. As Marx pointed 
out, this development also contributed to the rise of a permanent proletariat. 
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An initial reaction to this dilemma was to glorify the old, traditional 
role of the woman. Women thus became objects of worship, appreciation, 
adoration, and admiration (Nelson 1971, p. 24). Lea (1901, 3:597-610) 
and Warner (1976), for example, report on the growing support generated 
by the Virgin Mary cult, in which the Virgin was worshipped as, the ideal 
woman. However, this attitude did not last very long, and the image of 
the woman soon changed. 

The 14th Century: New Patterns Emerge 

During the 14th century, Europe experienced severe demographic changes 
which bear directly on the concentration on women as victims of witch- 
hunts. A major disaster altered the situation, as well as the image, of 
women: the devastating Black Death (1347-50). The mortality rate was 
particularly high in cities owing to greater density of population and the 
absence of hygienic conditions (Helleiner 1967). Lea (1901, vol. 2) re- 
ports certain places where, out of each 1,000 people, barely 100 survived. 

This constituted a turning point in the demography of Europe (Russell 
1972; Borrie 1970; Wrigley 1969). "Central and northern Europe. . . 
saw a three-fold growth in the pre-plague period with its most rapid ad- 
vance from about 1150-1200 to 1300 .... In this period, for the first time, 
cities larger than 20,000 appeared . . ." (Russell 1972, p. 40). Paris and 
London reached populations of 100,000 and 50,000, respectively (Russell 
1972, pp. 34-35). 16 The effect of the plague on the population was devas- 
tating. It can be assumed with a fair degree of certainty that 30%-50% 
of Europe's population was annihilated by this disaster (Bridbury 1973; 
Cipolla 1974; Langer 1964; Lea 1901, vol. 2; Russell 1972; Usher 1956; 
Ziegler 1971). Postan (1950), for example, reports that the decrease in 
population was so sharp, with no corresponding increases during following 
centuries, that almost 50%-60% of the land was deserted in Denmark, 
Sweden, Norway, and Germany.17 

After the major plagues had passed, peasant and wage-laborer survivors 
found themselves in a highly advantageous position: as a result of the 
shortage in manpower (Spengler 1968, p. 433), their real income was tre- 
mendously increased, food improved, and job security magnified. In addi- 
tion, many survivors had inherited large amounts of wealth from their 

16 Russell also indicates that until the 14th century, there had been more males than 
females in the population. (No indication is given as to exactly when a better fe- 
male/male ratio was achieved.) 
17In England the situation was different. Although the plague hit England quite 
hard, the country's large population surplus counterbalanced some of its effects and 
probably affected the emerging patterns of witch-hunting there, too (see, e.g., Bridbury 
1973, 1977; Postan 1950; Usher 1956). 
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deceased relatives (Langer 1964). Under such favorable conditions, one 
might expect an increase in the population, but this did not occur (Nelson 
1971; Noonan 1968; Spengler 1968; Deevey 1960; Helleiner 1957) be- 
fore the 16th to 17th centuries (Helleiner 1957; Langer 1964; Wrigley 
1969). This phenomenon can be explained in part by the sporadic, un- 
predictable reappearance of disease, as well as the continuation of the 
Hundred Years' War. But the essential explanation lies elsewhere. The 
fact that the birthrate decreased and the population did not increase in 
the second half of the 14th century can be explained by the widespread 
use of contraception and by the rise in infanticide (Helleiner 1967, p. 71). 
Why these practices were used can be easily explained. 

Because part of the population was-quite suddenly-exposed to a high 
standard of living due to an increase in real income (wages), these people 
did not want to undermine their new prosperity by raising large families. 
Furthermore, the economic, monetary, commercial, and urban revolutions 
which accompanied the Renaissance and Reformation probably also gave 
a powerful stimulus to the rise of basic forms of individualism and egoism. 
Those who married took care to limit their number of offspring, while 
those who did not marry made efforts to prevent pregnancy (Spengler 
1968, pp. 436-37, 440). The church at that time complained bitterly of 
the widespread use of coitus interruptus by married and single persons 
alike as a means of preventing pregnancy (Himes 1936; Noonan 1965; 
Wrigley 1969, p. 124). Although historical research on infanticide is still 
itself in its infancy and cannot yet provide us with reliable numbers con- 
cerning the scope of the phenomenon in the 12th to 15th centuries, a grow- 
ing number of scholars have suggested that the rate and scope of infanti- 
cide increased sharply and significantly during the period in question 
(Coleman 1976; Davis and Blake 1956; De Mause 1974, pp. 1-183; 
Goodsell 1915, chaps. 6 and 7; Helleiner 1967; Helmholtz 1975; Himes 
1936; Langer 1974a, 1974b; Noonan 1965; Radbill 1974; Spengler 1968; 
Trexler 1973; Wrigley 1969, pp. 125-26).18 

Coleman (1976, p. 57) notes that ". . . many children were left aban- 
doned at a church's door; and they were accepted in order to prevent 
their death at the hands of their parents . . ." and that ". . . the purpose 
of . . . infanticide was to regulate children, not eliminate them . . ." (p. 
69). 

It is quite clear that the 15th and 16th centuries brought one of the 
most severe demographic changes Europe had ever experienced. First, the 

18 This problem began prior to the 14th century. Already at the end of the 12th cen- 
tury, for example, Innocent III established a hospital in Rome ". . . because so many 
women were throwing their children into the Tiber . . ." and earlier than that ". . . 
there were as many infanticides as there were infants born out of wedlock . . ." 
(Trexler 1973, p. 99). 

20 

This content downloaded from 165.190.89.176 on Sat, 26 Dec 2015 00:23:46 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp




The European Witch Craze 

unique European marriage patterns, characterized by (1) a late age of 
marriage and (2) a high proportion of people never marrying at all, took 
shape roughly from about the 15th and 16th centuries. The basis of these 
patterns was the insistence of single persons on achieving a certain stan- 
dard of living as a prerequisite to marriage (Hajnal 1965; Noonan 1968; 
Russell 1972; Spengler 1968; Wrigley 1969). Second, the marriage age of 
single males rose to 25 and more (Litchfield 1966) and of females to 23 
and even 27 (Midelfort 1972, pp. 184-86). These developments created 
high proportions of unmarrieds-a significant process in a society which 
attaches a stigma to being single. In turn, these processes motivated the 
development of convents (Litchfield 1966), the rise of Beguines in the 
15th and 16th centuries, and the advent of the spinster in Protestant coun- 
tries. Wrigley (1959, p. 90) succinctly summarized these developments by 
stating that ". . . between two-fifths and three-fifths of the women of 
childbearing age 15-44 were unmarried...."19 

These figures indicate a definite shift to late marriage which was the 
focus for the crystallization of the nuclear family, on one hand, and mar- 
riage by choice, on the other (Noonan 1968, p. 468). The large increase 
in the number of unmarried women produced a serious problem and may 
be the background to the fact that a significant number of "witches" were 
either widows or spinsters (at least when the persecutions started). Later 
on, however, married women and young girls were persecuted as well 
(Midelfort 1972). 

It is evident from all this that, beginning in the 12th century and 
throughout the entire period dealt with here (to the mid-17th century), 
the social role of women was in constant flux. Urban industrial life com- 
pelled them to step outside the traditional role of the housewife (Nelson 
1971). Whereas two centuries earlier they could not get married because 
men could not afford marriage, in the 15th century they were unable to 
marry owing to men's reluctance to marry. The change in woman's tra- 
ditional role hinged on the fact that she entered a competitive market 
characterized by lack of manpower. The resulting entrance of women into 
this competitive job market produced a virulent misogynic ideology (Bain- 
ton 1971, pp. 9-14; Kelso 1956; Midelfort 1972, p. 183). 

There were also deep changes in women's role as mothers. There was 
the widespread use of contraception and infanticide, which the church 
strongly and fiercely denounced as most evil. Trexler (1973, p. 98) notes 
that ". . . child-killing has been regarded almost exclusively as a female 
crime, the result of woman's inherent tendency to lechery, passion, and 
lack of responsibility. . . ." He adds (p. 103) that ". . . infanticide was 

19 These changes took place progressively over Europe. In many areas they were 
present as early as the 15th and 16th centuries; in others, they may have been 
present already in the 14th century (Wnrgley 1969; Herlihy 1965). 
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far and away the most common social crime imputed to . .. witches . .. by 
the demonologists . . ." (see also Lea 1957, vol. 1; Murray 1918; Spren- 
ger and Kramer [1487-89] 1968). Infanticide was not only a result of 
the fact that many children were born out of wedlock. At that time, it 
was felt that breast-feeding was the best way of helping a healthy infant 
grow. Alas, many rich women either could not breast-feed their offspring 
or did not want to. Consequently, wet nurses were sought. There are indi- 
cations that many wet nurses were poor women hired after their infants 
either died naturally, or, more often, were killed. Trexler (1973) suggests 
that it is quite possible that, in many cases, becoming a wet nurse was a 
planned course of action, as a safe, comfortable source of income. 

No wonder, then, that midwives were among the chief suspects of witch- 
craft (Forbes 1966), since the Dominicans suspected-and probably right- 
ly-that midwives were experts in birth control and no doubt helped and 
cooperated in infanticide. This explains why, in numerical terms, women 
were the principal victims of the witch-hunts. The craze reflected changes 
in woman's traditional role and in the structure of the family. 

Among the large numbers of unmarried men and women, there was ap- 
parently much sexual license, including religiously sinful contraception, 
and even such capital crime as infanticide. Under such circumstances the 
relationship between the sexes must have been frequently one of mutual 
exploitation and fraught with deep feelings of guilt and resentment. Be- 
cause of the powerlessness of women under secular and religious law, and 
their inferior status, it was convenient to project on them all the resent- 
ment and guilt. The ideology of the witch-hunt made use of these emo- 
tions-it allowed men who indulged in sex that proved unhealthy for them 
to accuse women of taking away their generative powers. Those who were 
party to contraception through coitus interruptus could project their guilt 
feelings on women for stealing their seed. The fantasies about the un- 
limited sexual powers and depravity of women may have been a reflection 
of the fear engendered by the large number of unmarried women not sub- 
ject to the authority of fathers or husbands, as, according to prevailing 
views, they ought to have been. 

These feelings, reflected in the images of witch ideology, must have 
been very widespread among men, since presumably a large fraction of 
them took advantage of the prevailing sexual license. Among married 
women who probably did not, or could not, indulge in illicit sex, there 
must have been strong feelings against "bad women" who might "bewitch" 
their husbands and sons or who had actually done so. Therefore, the fe- 
male witch, using sex for corrupting the world on behalf of Satan, was a 
"suasive image" of great power, in an ideology the aim of which was to 
cleanse the world from all the effects of social change and anomie and to 
restore the moral boundaries of medieval society. 
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TIMING: TERMINATION OF THE WITCH CRAZE 

In their most devastating form, the witch-hunts lasted until after the 
Thirty Years' War (1648) ended in the so-called Peace of Westphalia. 
The invasion of foreign armies from the north halted the persecution of 
witches in many cases (Nelson 1971; Robbins 1959). By the 17th century 
the ideological basis behind the witch-hunts was clouded by growing doubts 
as to its legitimacy, and the various "technologies" and tortures used to 
hunt and isolate a witch were meeting with severe criticism. Eventually, 
power was taken away from the courts, the inquisitorial machinery was 
dismantled, and persecution of witches came to an end. This fact is con- 
sistent with the idea that once the differentiation process was well on its 
way and people began adjusting to the new situation, the persecutions 
ended. The coincidence of the termination of the craze with the termina- 
tion of the Thirty Years' War in the Peace of Westphalia is not just a 
chance occurrence. This peace, no doubt, gave official recognition and le- 
gitimacy to religious pluralism and symbolically ended the European strug- 
gle to redefine the social system morally. In Parsons's (1971, p. 52) terms, 
cc... religious pluralization was part of a process of differentiation between 
the cultural and societal systems that reduced the rigidity and diffuseness 
of their interpenetration. . . ." The internal stresses, insecurity, and in- 
stability experienced by persons living in the stricken areas during the 
Thirty Years' War, as well as the exhausting, debilitating struggle and the 
invasions of various military groups and armies, provided fuel to the 
burning furnace of the final phase of the witch craze. But once stability 
was achieved and religious pluralism accepted, the witch-hunts weakened, 
finally disappearing altogether. It is evident, thus, that by the 17th cen- 
tury there was a demarcation among science, magic, and religion. There 
were also a recognition of autonomy of government and economy in En- 
gland, and a settlement of relationships elsewhere in a way which recog- 
nized supremacy of the political sphere. A new social order had visibly and 
triumphantly crystallized with trends and expectations stabilized, espe- 
cially regarding the family, cognitive maps, initial separation of church 
and state, and the rise of science, all of which were now coming into their 
own. Furthermore, the new European pattern of marriage and spinsterhood 
was institutionalized in the 17th century, and the earlier turmoil surround- 
ing the formation of these new life-styles subsided. 

The ideas presented in this paper raise a question regarding the useful- 
ness of ideology in general and the witch-hunts in particular. Were the 
witch persecutions successful in restoring the religious moral boundaries 
of medieval society? Evidently not. The medieval society was not recon- 
structed or restored, and probably could not have been restored. The effort 
of doing so was futile and the sacrifice of innumerable human lives could 
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not be justified even in any instrumental terms. Whether participation in 
witch-hunts helped people psychologically to survive the period of uncer- 
tainty and transition is a different question. Even if it did, it did so at the 
expense of sacrificing the lives of many for the passing psychological grati- 
fication of some, and it certainly did not make the persecutors into better 
Christians, which was the avowed purpose of the witchcraft ideology. 

Furthermore from this discussion and from Erikson's (1966) discus- 
sion of the Salem witch-hunts, it is evident that persecutions did not 
prevent change and that they failed in fulfilling their primary function, 
the redefinition of moral boundaries. Generally speaking, it appears, then, 
that when a community so vehemently and desperately tries to restore 
its moral boundaries, sociologists can expect that the attempt is doomed 
to fail. It is possible that the very attempt at restoration is in itself a 
symptom that a major change is taking place and that it is impossible 
to go back, so to speak, and redefine moral boundaries. In this sense, 
persecutions can be interpreted as a symbol of incapacity, of a system's 
failure, as "death throes," if you wish, and they might be viable proof 
that the previous equilibrium cannot be recaptured. Both cases-Salem20 
and Europe-seem to be sound proof of this idea. 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

This paper has attempted to interpret the continental European witch 
craze as a result of the convergence of several conditions. 

1. Timing of the witch craze and related questions: why did the witch 
craze start when it did, why did it end when it did, why was it accepted 
in such a widespread popular fashion, why was it distributed as it was? 

The witch craze actually began in the 14th century when the inquisitors 
and the Dominicans had either to find new goals for themselves or to 
remain without a purposeful action and slowly disintegrate. However, 
that in itself was not enough. During the 15th and 16th centuries Europe 
experienced the painful birth pangs associated with the emergence of a 
new social order and the crumbling of an older one. I have referred to 
this as a differentiation process. The state of powerlessness and anomie 
experienced by contemporary individuals was further aggravated by 
severe climatological and demographic changes which, together with geo- 
graphical discoveries, created a feeling of impending doom, thus paving 
the way for the widespread popularity of the craze. The dissolution of the 
medieval cognitive map of the world also gave rise to utopian expecta- 

20 In 1692 a witch-hunt craze broke out at Salem, Massachusetts, and lasted for about 
one year. Only a few dozen people were involved, and even fewer were executed. The 
history of that episode has been richly documented and analyzed; see, e.g., Enrkson 
(1966); Robbins (1959, pp. 429-48). 
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tions, magical beliefs, and bold scientific explorations. These conditions 
created the need for a redefinition of moral boundaries as an attempt to 
restore the previous social order. 

2. Content: why a witch craze and not something else? How do we 
explain the emergence of an antireligious ideology, focusing on the 
witches? The answer to this question lies precisely in the antinomian 
character of the ideology. By emphasizing the negative a finger was 
pointed implicitly at what should have been. Only demonology and witches 
could serve this purpose since no other heretical group-imaginary or 
real-threatened the basis of legitimacy of Christianity. The elaboration 
of witchcraft theories into a complex religious ideology in the form of 
demonology (and the elevation of witch-hunts into a sacred activity pur- 
sued with religious fervor) was a direct result of the need for such a 
theoretical construct as a reaction to the late medieval anomie. I also 
examined briefly the efficiency and success of the witch-craze ideology, 
comparing it with Erikson's (1966) analysis of the 1692 witch craze in 
New England's Salem, noting that in both cases persecutions did not 
fulfill their primary function and did not prevent or alter the relevant 
social changes. 

3. Target: why were women the major victims of the craze? The analy- 
sis above indicates that changes in the economy, demography, and the 
structure of the family, especially changes in the role of women, explain 
the nature of the target. It is evident that the growth of the proportion 
of unmarried women, prostitution, infanticide, and contraception were a 
salient complex of problems, likely to arouse strong feelings. These con- 
ditions explain the suitability of a female symbol, such as the witch, to 
become an effective and central element in a demonological ideology. 
Furthermore, while the severe, even catastrophic, changes provided the 
intellectual cognitive background for the craze, its emotional zeal was 
made possible by focusing the tension, powerlessness, and anomie on a 
relatively safe, weak target-women. Women had an inferior status to 
begin with, and their lack of power and organization (Lewis 1971) ren- 
dered them ready targets for widespread persecutions. 

The witch craze ended when the conditions for its inception were no 
longer in existence. The spatial distribution of the witch-hunts (and 
their termination) were direct results of the presence or absence of all 
or some of the conditions described above that prevailed in different parts 
of Europe during the period in question. The witch craze occurred in 
those countries and areas where the crisis was most deeply felt and the 
church was weak. Where the church was strong or progress was not 
marked (or both), hardly any witch craze occurred. The disappearance 
of these conditions everywhere in the 17th century inevitably meant the 
end of the craze. 
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