Tan Carlin

Looking at the following documents, identify at least 3 major reasons for the persecution of witches or of persons accused of witchcraft in Europe from the late 15th through the 17th centuries.


From the late 15th century to the 17th century new ideas began to spread with the Reformation, Scientific Revolution, and the Counter Reformation occurring in this time period.  With these new idea revolutions came a new fear.  Before these events occurred, the people feared the devil; but with these new events, people began to fear worldly objects and beings.  They began to fear worldly objects such as statues and beings such as witches.  These witches were in fact elder women who seemed useless to the society.  From these new ideas the witch craze began.  In addition to new fears due to new ideas, the witch craze was caused by economic reasons, and people’s characteristics.


The Reformation, Scientific Revolution, and the Counter Reformation helped catapult new ideas onto the European stage; new ideas that caused new fears, which fueled the witch craze.  As a report of churchwardens in Gloucestershire, England demonstrates, people were fearful of anything that was unexplained, anything that was out of the ordinary or unusual.  In 1484 Pope Innocent VIII wrote in “The Witch Bull” that the inquisition could do their duties because people have “heedless of their own salvation and forsaking the catholic faith, give themselves over to devils male and female” meaning that the Pope was fearful of these people who claimed to have given up on the Catholic faith.  Calvin, who was the founder of one of the major religious denominations of the time, Calvinism, wrote in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, about the people’s anxieties of demons possessing people.  Quoted from E. Rogers, a Protestant’s, book Some Account of the Life and Opinion, he wrote, “I suffered terribly from fear of Hell,” which clearly states that other people had this fear.  


Economic reasons also played a vital role in the popularity of the witch craze.  As seen through the canon Linden, an eyewitness to persecutions in Trier, Germany in 1592 he saw “notaries, copyists, and innkeepers grew rich.”  Thomas Ady claimed in 1650 that his horse, sow, hog, dog, and other animals were mishandled.  These animals that brought him profit, were at a risk of not making the profit he expected and so he blamed someone else.  In the poem “The Witch of Edmonton” (1621) it explains that their corn was bewitched, which meant that the farmers were losing money and so they had to compensate for this by blaming others.  Roger North explored the fact that a witch used “good people’s cheese, butter, pigs and geese.”  This shows that these goods that cost people money, were a reason why people were prosecuted.  People wanted to know why they were losing money in ordinary objects.  Martin Luther preached in 522 that these witches “steal milk” which also shows that people were fearful of losing their possessions which cost money.  Then in a study published in 1970 titled Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England: A Regional and Comparative Study from Alan Macfarlane, it was shown that wives whose husband’s occupation was a laborer was most often persecuted.  This group of people was probably persecuted because they were expendable, expendable to the privileged people.  A study from H.C. Erik Midelfort published in 1972 titled Witch Hunting in Southwestern Germany, 1562-1684: the Social and Intellectual Foundations shows that older people were persecuted which was probably due to the fact that people knew they were just absorbing economic resources.


People’s characteristics were itself a cause of the witch craze.  People were quick to point the blame for problems that they did not want to explain.  The testimony of a licensed midwife at Dillingen, states that she killed many of the babies that she delivered.  The more probable cause was that the parents of these deceased children wanted to point to someone else for the cause of their children’s death.   The mayor of Bamberg, Germany, Johannes Junius’s letter to his daughter in 1628 explains that people would have to invent confessions because people would not stop tortures due to the fact that they wanted to believe that someone was such a creature.  In Kramer and Sprenger’s The Hammer of Witches it was written that a witch was an “imperfect animal,” a statement that shows people wanted to believe anything imperfect was evil.  They wanted to believe in such a statement because they were easily malleable by influences.  Then in Fulbecke’s A Parallele or Conference of the Civil Law, the Canon Law, and the Common Law (1618) he tries to explain the unknown opthalmia.  Also, in Johan Wier’s De Praestiglis Daemonum (1563) he tried to explain that witches had deformities such as small brains and melancholic nature.  A study entitled Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England: A Regional and Comparative Study published in 1970 shows that females were prosecuted more often, and this is probably because the public did not understand women.  These examples show that people were always trying to explain what they could not understand.  It was part of their characteristic, and so this added to fuel the witch craze.


 The Witch craze was cause by people’s fear, characteristics, and their greed.  They were unable to explain happenings, wanted to explain happenings, and wanted money, so they cumulated all of this to create creatures called witches.  People began only to think in this way because of events like the Reformation, Counter Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution.  Like previous times, they then changed their ideas once more when new ideas were introduced and thus the witch craze died down.

