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Historical Case Study – The Witch Hunts
During the height of the renaissance, religion was responsible for some of the most heinous crimes ever carried out against humanity; the persecution of some 9 million “witches” across Europe. Through historical analysis of the three hundred years that governed the “witch craze”, in relation to relevant material covered in class, we will try to gain some insight into why this came to be.

Dominant religions have had a bad habit of demonizing others in an effort to discredit or displace their influence. “Wicca” derived from the root term "wicce" which means "to bend," or "shape" consciousness, came to be better known as “witchcraft” with the help of Christian propaganda. Between c.e. 1000 and 1480, witches, sorcerers, elves, leprechauns, dragons, fairies and other remnants of pagan times were redefined. What used to be mystical and in some regards respected creatures, were now Satan’s little helpers. Even the idea of the witch’s Sabbath, where women engage in sexual orgies with Satan, are obvious distortions of what was feared and misunderstood. The dualism of the biblical good vs. evil has always been an agent in implementing fear and social control. If Lucifer were to disappear, Jesus would lose all significance. Johan Galtung said that “structural violence” could not take place if it weren’t for dichotomies such as these being imposed. 
The cosmology concept is designed to harbour that substratum of deeper assumptions about reality, defining what is normal and natural. Assumptions at this level of depth in the collective subconscious are not easily unearthed, not too mention uprooted. And yet it is at this level that occidental culture shows so many violent features that the whole culture starts looking violent. There is chosenness, there are strong center-periphery gradients. There is the urgency, the apocalypse now! syndrome precluding the slow, patient building and enactment of structural and direct peace. There is atomistic, dichotomous thought with deductive chains counteracting the unity of life. There is a strong tendency to individualize human beings, breaking up the unity of man. And there is a transcendental absolute God with awesome successors. 

Demonology in medieval times transpired through literature and art, scaring people into submission. The evil existed in the shady unexplored regions of mountainous areas remote to the mainstream culture and religions or urban lowlands. It existed in the hearts of the dark territories like Africa where inhabitants were regarded as cultureless and having no history.

The mountains then are the home not only of sorcery and witchcraft but also of primitive religious forms and resistance to new orthodoxies. Again and again they have to be won back to sound religion … 

Areas unreachable to the church were vulnerable to autonomy, a threat that opposes religion because people get to choose their own beliefs. Bureaucratic elites with networked connections over church, courts, and schools were sent out from the center to the periphery, to convince peasants to trade in their superstitions for reason and order.
 The concept of cultural homogenization; the extension of power from the center out or coming down the social ladder, is a common theme when penetrating the wild frontier or “opening up” the countryside.

In Christianity, in the modern period, Catholic Kings established their empires, and the Protestants followed very quickly; Christianity became the state religion, as in the Roman Empire after 313+. Colonialism, with its enormities of exploitation and repression, was justified as facilitating missionary activities among “the pagans.”

Galtung points out in his essay “Religions hard and soft” that the repercussions of the harder aspects are felt when god is not only chosen by the people, but when they believe themselves to be chosen by god. Suddenly their causes, whatever they might be are justified even if secular in nature. The witch trials were an excuse for the state to strengthen national, secular structure, handing out power to these chosen elite (kings, judges, lawyers, priests, etc). They were given permission to instigate and exercise power over the peasants, some were even paid by the church / state for each convicted witch. The church often had to threaten to excommunicate those secular authorities who were reluctant to carry out the sentence of death on convicted witches. Whenever there has been this marriage of church and state, devastation and suffering has always been close at hand. Why has Christianity always needed its share of crusades and holy wars to spread its influence? Wasn’t the lord’s divine providence enough?  Religious beliefs are deadly when extended as secular law, but it has been the favoured way for colonialists to impose their means on others without openly declaring the systematic liquidation of other cultures.

The strategy of Christianization varied between different colonial powers. Generally speaking the Catholic countries and churches tried for – and often succeeded in – the near total conversion of the colonized people. 

In the Holy Bible, Exodus 22:18 which read "You shall not allow a witch to live” gave inquisitors the only reason they would ever need for trying witches; the consent of god. But like much of the Bible it was probably taken out of context and viewed incorrectly. Gandhi noted that the only people on earth who do not see Christ and his teachings as non-violent are Christians. 

In the 15th century when Joan of Arc was tried and burned at the stake it was for heresy; not witchcraft. Heresy or false belief was the result of a number of religiously led inquisitions that began to take form starting in the 11th century to cleanse the baptized Christians of Europe. Only some 500 executions took place for actual witchcraft prior to 1500. It wasn’t until the second Roman Catholic inquisition in 1542 that “witchcraft” became the ultimate form of heresy when Pope Paul III established the Holy Office as a judicial branch of the church for witch trials. The largest contributing factor to this sudden shift in systemetizing the witchcraft stigma, was a book called the Malleus Maleficarum or - The Hammer of the Witches – a sort of manual for the recognition and prosecution of witches. First printed in 1486 it took advantage of the newly invented printing press and outsold every book except for the Bible. Unfortunetly much of it was a collection of pseudo-knowledge fuelled by the projections of mysogenistic and power hungry men. But because of an introduction that contained “the papal bull” seal of approval and a forged endorsement of the theological school of Cologne, it had an air of legitamacy that not only managed to convince judiciary courts into its regular use, but religious authorities as well.

Historians tend to overlook the fact that this is clearly expressed in the very title of Malleus, part III: ‘Relating to the judicial proceedings in both the ecclesiatical and civil courts against witches. 

By the time it was condemned by the inquisition in 1490 it was already widely circulated and accepted by protestants and catholics alike.

The second inquisition was a response to subordinate a time of rebirth and reformation marked by the Italian “renaissance”. When Galileo introduced his heliocentric model of the world, the scientific method was challenging normative belief systems sanctioned by the Roman Catholic Church. We were no longer the axis of the universe. But Galileo was one of only a few men who had their lives threatened by the inquisition, three out of four accused were women and usually made up for at least 80% of the total deaths. Joan of Arc was the earliest example to show how women who were openly passionate, intelligent or in touch with the subtle ways of the world were targeted. During the renaissance women were becoming very strong, outspoken, and influential. Despite not being able to read or write they were the physicians of the people working as healers and midwives providing gynaecological services, contraception, and abortion, through folk medicine, and herbal cures. But the men of the church were patriarchs that feared these talents born of sorcery, and restricted women from all leadership roles. When the witch burnings started taking place these jobs were taken away and given to male doctors of a more orthodox or institutionalized practice.

 
The publishing of the Malleus Maleficarum did little to deter this fear and what would become the “women’s holocaust”. The author of the Malleus, Heinrich Kramer (also called Institor) was not a well-respected man. 

Kramer ran a large trial in Innsbruck in 1485, where 57 people were investigated. Nobody was killed. The bishop of Innsbruck became so irritated with Kramer's fascination with the Witches' sexual behaviour that he shut down the trials, claiming that the devil was in the inquisitor, not the Witches. 

His misogynist views institutionalized Witchcraft as the works of promiscuously possessed women who destroyed crops, practiced cannibalism, and killed children. One classic caption from it read – “all witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable.” - This contributed to the widespread belief that all women by nature were oversexed, wicked, and dangerous to men. Whole villages of women at a time were being eradicated leaving only the childbearing mothers behind as an example of how to be; a subordinated housewife.

Kramer can be held partially responsible for this social construct that ripped the very soul out of women for nearly three hundred years. Women were frisked for witch marks, by men who raped them at the same time. They were tortured, sexually abused, and viciously killed. Above all they were dehumanized, and made to think that their own sexuality, and very nature was evil and demonic. 
The biggest problem during this time was once a hunt was underway, no one was safe from being accused. One could be a witch by being seen in someone else’s dreams, having second sight, using suspicious drugs, being unusually intelligent or unintelligent, successful,  bearing suspicious birth marks, not believing in Christian dogmas, or just not believing in witches and the inquisition. Other people were blamed because they got in the way of people’s quests and rise to glory. When the accused were tortured to get confessions out of them they would make more blind accusations to escape, which caused an increasing snowball effect.
Why do you search so diligently for sorcerers? I will show you at once where they are. Take the Capuchins, the Jesuits, all the religious orders, and torture them - they will confess. If some deny, repeat it a few times – they will confess. Should a few be obstinate, exorcise them, shave them, only keep on torturing – they will give in. If you want more, take the Canons, the Doctors, the Bishops of the Church – they will confess. 

By comparison in the 19th century, it is interesting to note how women had reverted to such docile creatures. Fearing the dreadful repercussions of being called a “witch”, they had learned that silence and gentility were keys to remaining alive. 

When the witch craze began to dwindle near the end of the seventeenth century, one last witch scare would arise in Salem, Massachusetts. Two kids playing a practical joke on their parents pretended to be possessed and convinced the whole community in the process. They named everyone they had a grudge against (142 persons in total) ultimately resulting in the death by hanging of 21 people and one dog. This served as an example to the world of how absurd the notion of witch hunting had become, and with the exception of Hungary, witch trials were soon a thing of the past. Henry More and Joseph Glanvil correctly identified it as the consequence of a decline in spiritualist and scripturalist explanations of earthly phenomena.
 The cosmologies of Catholicism and Protestantism were being challenged by powerful new ideas of the enlightened age. Despite the brutal repression and mass murders of the Renaissance, the discovery of science led to the age of enlightenment, shedding light on an improved worldview of individuality in belief and thought. Since they were responsible for their own thoughts, they were also responsible for their actions or “crimes” that were seen as hedonistic self-serving choices, instead of possessions of evil.
As the centuries passed, the Church became ever stronger; but she could not prevent people continuing to believe in the absolute reality of almost all the acts attributed to witches and wizards. 

One might say we have progressed since witches aren’t killed anymore, but they bear a striking resemblance to the modern scapegoat; terrorists. During difficult times, men look for people to blame and anyone who deviates from the normative order is open to being “burned”. Some people have died because of terrorist strikes, but how many have been exterminated as a result of the “the war on terrorism”? 
After all the myths and lies fed to us by authorities that wish to keep us scared and living in fear, it is nice to know the truth that hid behind dark stained glass windows for so long. We can now understand that the wielders of such arcane magical powers; the witches, sorcerers, and shamans of other cultures should have been the most respected members of society, when men’s behaviour towards them has proven where the real “evil” was all along. 



 Accused                 Executed

Holy Roman Empire       ~100,000+               ~50,000+

Poland                     ?                    ~15,000+

France                   10,000+                  5,000+

British Isles

England                   2,000                  ~1,000

Scotland                  3,069                   1,337+

Ireland                    0                        0

New England               334                      35

Scandinavia              ~5,000               1,500-1,800

Hungary                  ~1,600                    472

Spain                     3,687                    100+

Italy                    ~2,200+                    0?

*taken from Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch Hunts, Anne Llewellyn Barstow, Pandora 1995

~ Works Cited ~

�  Johan Galtung, selection from “Cultural Violence” Journal of Peace Research 27 no. 3 (1990): p.51


�  T.K. Oommen, “Religion as Source of Violence,” Ecumenical Review, (2001) p.52


�  B. Ankarloo & G. Henningsen, “Early Modern Witchcraft, Centres and Peripheries” (Oxford, 1989) p.7


�  B. Ankarloo & G. Henningsen, “Early Modern Witchcraft, Centres and Peripheries” (Oxford, 1989) p. 10


�  Johan Galtung, “Religions Hard and Soft,” Cross Currents 47 no. 4 (Winter 1997-98): p.441


�  T.K. Oommen, “Religion as Source of Violence,” Ecumenical Review, (2001) p.52


�  David R. Smock, “Nonviolence and Pacifism within Christian Thought” (1995) Pg.13


�  B. Ankarloo & G. Henningsen, “Early Modern Witchcraft, Centres and Peripheries” (Oxford, 1989) p. 5


�  Hugh R. Trevor-Roper, “The European Witch-Craze of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (1969) p.91


� Barbara G. Walker, “The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets,” Harper, San Francisco, (1996) p.443


� Keith Thomas, “Religion and the Decline of Magic” (Penguin, 1973) p.35


� B. Ankarloo & G. Henningsen, “Early Modern Witchcraft, Centres and Peripheries” (Oxford, 1989) p.25





PAGE  
1

