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While the term “witch hunts” typically conjures ideas of centuries of continual persecution and burning at the stake, the reality, as argued by Brian Levack, is that the majority of cases were much more sporadic and unsteady.[footnoteRef:1] What, then, happened in the years before and between these periods of litigation, and did these brief flareups change the nature of the relationships and interactions, the ‘social dynamics’, of the communities involved? This paper will examine some of the communities and contexts in which witchcraft trials took place and argues that it was the Protestant Reformation and its ideas surrounding governance, hierarchy, social bonds, and the woman’s place in both the household and society that had a much more direct impact on the accusations of witchcraft, the intensity and number of trials, and the social dynamics of these communities long after the witchcraft trials ended. While the changing social dynamics drove the witchcraft accusations, the witchcraft accusations were merely a relatively temporary vehicle for relieving the tensions caused by the changing social dynamics that the Reformation put forth, as other litigation surrounding newly defined social relationships carried on well past the official end of the witchcraft trials. This paper seeks to fill a gap in the literature by looking explicitly at the impact to the social dynamics that both the Reformation and the witchcraft trials had on the early modern British communities.  [1:  Brian Levack, The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe, 3rd ed. (Pearson Education Ltd, 2006), 204-210.] 

Both Steve Hindle and Keith Wrightson have described the early modern English community as one of obligation, order[footnoteRef:2], and neighborliness[footnoteRef:3], and highlight the fact that while it was “neighborly”, it was also exclusionary to some degree, since this is the defining boundary of what makes a community. Changes to the organization of the church and the parish, driven by Reformation ideals of ecclesiastical hierarchy and access to participation in parish and church governance[footnoteRef:4], generated anxiety, and that anxiety elevated tensions that allowed witchcraft accusations to arise more consistently.  Alongside these accusations was a notable uptick in moral complaints and litigation regarding “…covetousness’, ‘self-love’, and the pursuit of ‘private commodity’ that ‘broke the links of charity’ that should bind the members of the commonwealth.”[footnoteRef:5] The “links of charity” were being changed with the restructuring of poor relief and ideas of what to do with the poor – these individuals were now considered by their economic, and thereby moral, superiors as “pilferers Backbyvters hedge breakers and myscheveous persons”.[footnoteRef:6] Poverty, and the treatment of the poor, was seen as a driving force in a number of witch trials: for instance, Agnes Samsone was burned for witchcraft in 1590, and as part of her confession she claimed that the devil had appeared to her a number of times, “promising that if she would serve him she nor they [her children] should lack nothing. And being motivated with her poverty and his fair promises of riches and revenge of her enemies, took him for her master and renounced Christ.”[footnoteRef:7] While the extreme ends of social hierarchy, such as the impoverished, were clearly being reshaped, so too were those of the ’middling sort’ as access to the communion tables was removed, what Hindle identifies as the “liturgical equivalent of the enclosure of the common fields” and depriving the community of their “right to the resources of the ‘supernatural economy’”[footnoteRef:8], which would have opened the doors for a return to alternative methods of accessing this ‘supernatural economy’ to address their problems.  [2:  Steve Hindle, “A sense of place? Becoming and belonging in the rural parish, 1550-1650” in Communities in early modern England: networks, place, rhetoric, ed. Alexandra Shepard and Phil Withington (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), 98; 105.]  [3:  Keith Wrightson, “Mutualities and obligations: Changing social relationships in early modern England,” Proceedings of the British Academy 139 (2006), 159.]  [4:  Hindle, “A sense of place,” 102.]  [5:  Wrightson, “Mutualities and obligations,” 178.]  [6:  Hindle, “A sense of place,” 98.]  [7:  SP 52/47 f. 14i, lines 10-13.]  [8:  Hindle, “A sense of place,” 106.] 

To understand the nature of the relationships in these communities before the Reformation, a brief interpretation of Jacques Beauroy’s study of 125 wills from the town of Bishop’s Lynn can provide us with considerable insight. 83% of will-makers were men in this area between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries[footnoteRef:9], as it was considered primarily a male practice, but the distribution of the goods within these wills, as well as their division along gendered lines, is what is most interesting here. Surviving spouses were given the most amount of immovable property (generally real estate holdings) at 49%, followed by sons (44.2%), daughters (35.4%), kin (nuclear and extended family, 12.1%), and finally servants (2.3%); cash assets saw almost an exact opposite, with only 2% to spouses, 14.1% to sons, 22.2% to daughters, 42.3% to kin, 38.2% to servants, and 35.6% to executors for the paying of their services and any remaining debts of the deceased.[footnoteRef:10] Both the 83% of male and 17% of female testators generally followed this pattern, however, women tended to leave more of their immovable property to their daughters than their sons.[footnoteRef:11] Additionally, control over and the ability to override the inherited individual’s rights to the bequeathed property was almost always still held by the wife until her death, showing that, at least within the household, women could hold a significant amount of power and influence in the pre-Reformation period.[footnoteRef:12] However, this is not to say there was an expectation or acceptance of women becoming independent leaders in their own right – it was still generally accepted that “good order in community, church, and state rested on proper, male-headed authority within the ‘little commonwealth’ of the household.”[footnoteRef:13] In pre-Reformation England, women were expected to work alongside the “male-headed authority” within what was, in almost a conflicting manner, his household but her sphere of influence[footnoteRef:14], an ideology that drove interpersonal conflict as the Reformation ideas surrounding hierarchy and social order took hold.  [9:  Jacques Beauroy, “Family Patterns and Relations of Bishop’s Lyn Will-makers in the Fourteenth Century” in The World We Have Gained: Histories of Population and Social Structure, ed. Lloyd Bonfield, Richard Smith, and Keith Wrightson (Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1986), 25.]  [10:  Ibid, 32-3.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Ibid, 36-7.]  [13:  Ann Hughes, “‘Gender Trouble’: Women’s Agency and Gender Relations in the English Revolution” in The Oxford Handbook of the English Revolution, ed. Michael J. Braddick (Oxford University Press, 2015), 351.]  [14:  Jane Whittle and Elizabeth Griffiths, Consumption and Gender in the Early Seventeenth-Century Household: The World of Alice Le Strange, 1st ed. (Oxford University Press, 2012), 2.] 

While there can be no doubt to the amount and significance of changes coming from the Protestant Reformation, and their subsequent impact on the treatment of witchcraft accusations as a serious and diabolical threat to society, they were not as black and white as one might assume. Prior scholarly work has argued that it was a move from “organic communities of village co-operation” to contract-based capitalist economies, but more recent literature has recognized that the social conflict and competitiveness, which would typically define this move, existed alongside the cooperative nature of village life before the advent of capitalism in the British Isles.[footnoteRef:15] Similarly, the idea of a unified non-conflicting ideology and identity in medieval and the early modern periods, while having some truth based around Christian (Catholic at the time) theology and the Corpus Christi fraternal associations, simply does not hold up when examining these communities. They were always in a constant state of flux, navigating interpersonal relations, exercising social control, and framing it all within their understanding of hierarchy and social order.[footnoteRef:16] For example, festivals, rituals, and revels, such as the Hocktide Feast, were important activities that defined physical and moral limits in a community – plays about ‘Robyn Hood’ and games such as ‘pulling at the pole’ (essentially tug of war with a long pole) set the tone of relationships between men and women and the community as a whole; these were abolished under the Reformation as ‘prophane and ymmodest’.[footnoteRef:17] It was the changes to these understandings and interpersonal relations that defined communities during and after the Reformation and thus led to an increase in witchcraft accusations and hunts. James C. Scott best defined it as a shift in the balance between “the role of mutuality as opposed to imperative hierarchical coordination in the creation of social order.”[footnoteRef:18] One of the most significant of these changes was to the economy and the individual’s relationship to it – while guilds and craftwork did not disappear entirely, surviving in the likes of London and York, they did decline or were abolished significantly in most areas, combined with a shift from localized to commercial industrialized agriculture.[footnoteRef:19] While the economic transactions themselves still remained largely interpersonal, they were conducted at a higher level and with a different motivation than the local networks of tradespeople, farmers, and skilled craftsmen had previously held. It was a shift from what Max Weber identified as the “‘light cloak’ of moderate consumption to what Craig Muldrew calls the ‘iron cage’ that is the Protestant ideal of working hard while controlling their desire to enjoy material items.”[footnoteRef:20] Weber argued that there is something inherently unique to practitioners of the Protestant faith, a “specific tendency toward economic rationalism” driven by some difference within the teachings or implementation of the faith from that of Catholics.[footnoteRef:21] [15:  Craig Muldrew, “From a ‘light cloak’ to an ‘iron cage’: Historical changes in relation between community and individualism” in Communities in early modern England: networks, place, rhetoric, ed. Alexandra Shepard and Phil Withington (Manchester University Press, 2000), 156.]  [16:  Muldrew, “From a ‘light cloak’ to an ‘iron cage’,” 157-8.]  [17:  Hindle, “A sense of place,” 106-7.]  [18:  Wrightson, “Mutalities and obligations,” 180.]  [19:  Muldrew, “From a ‘light cloak’ to an ‘iron cage’,” 163.]  [20:  Ibid, 160.]  [21:  Max Weber, “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism” (1930) in Classical Sociological Theory, ed. Craig Calhoun, Joseph Gerteis, James Moody, Steven Pfaff, and Indermohan Virk (Wiley-Blackwell, 2022), 299.] 

Additionally, Protestantism saw the advent of the idea of the king’s will being the law both inside and outside of the church, taking ecclesiastical authority from the Pope all the way down to their local bishop and passing it to secular authority[footnoteRef:22], but at the same time, many of those now running the churches were also running the local governments.[footnoteRef:23] This reorganized the hierarchy of religion, a cornerstone of early modern British society, and disrupted their ideas of hierarchy within their communities and thus their social bonds based on those hierarchies. Alongside the reorganization of religion, the Reformation saw reshaped ideas around the legal system and the ideas of community belonging, including the handling of poor relief and who did or did not belong.[footnoteRef:24] Historians and political theorists alike have posited that there was a separation between the private household and public life, and hierarchy based upon the foundation of familial order; while these were likely true in the medieval and earlier periods, such ideas have been thoroughly dismissed as continuing in the early modern period through the work of Susan Amussen and David Underdown.[footnoteRef:25] However, as Amussen argues, “the family defined the ideals of the gender system, as relations between husband and wife provided a model for all relations between women and men.”[footnoteRef:26] Both women and men had prescribed ideals, roles, and behaviors that were laid out in the conduct literature[footnoteRef:27], and both could be given some prescriptions of power within certain areas of influence. Anyone willing to step out of these firmly drawn lines, or at least the individual’s interpretation of them[footnoteRef:28], was considered a threat to the order of not only the household but the community. [22:  Patrick Collinson, The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English Society 1559-1625 (The Ford Lectures, 1979) (Oxford University Press, 2003), 12-13.]  [23:  Muldrew, “From a ‘light cloak’ to an ‘iron cage’,” 163.]  [24:  Hindle, “A sense of place,” 97.]  [25:  Susan Amussen, “Gender, Family and the Social Order, 1560-1725” in Order and Disorder in Early Modern England, ed. Anthony Fletcher and John Stevenson (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 203.]  [26:  Amussen, “Gender, Family and the Social Order,” 203.]  [27:  Alexandra Shepard, Meanings of Manhood in Early Modern England (Oxford University Press, 2006), 22-23]  [28:  Wrightson, “Mutualities and obligations,” 170.] 

It is within this context, of changing ideas from the Reformation surrounding hierarchy, governance, social bonds, and a woman’s role that we can see the framework for a heightened scrutiny of one’s neighbors, and thereby a heightened potential for witchcraft accusations. It is during this period that we see what Emile Durkheim referred to as a “weakening of the conscious collective – the moral consensus or collective conscience – that characterized traditional societies”.[footnoteRef:29] Belief in witchcraft had existed for centuries in various forms and potencies, but it was during the sixteenth through the early eighteenth centuries that it became an integral part of the everyday society and an existential threat.[footnoteRef:30] The practice of witchcraft generally included anything outside of the normal approaches to problems, such as marriage and fertility, and was, traditionally, practiced by a wise woman in a local village.[footnoteRef:31] Stephanie Spoto has put forth the idea that the practice of witchcraft allowed women “unconventional power” that disrupted the traditional hierarchies of gender, and thereby hierarchies of both the home and state, particularly when such hierarchies were already being disrupted by the Reformation and war.[footnoteRef:32] Accusations of witchcraft provided a way to resolve both personal anxieties and inter-communal disputes driven by the changes discussed to the nature of social relationships. These could range from being the cause of a bad crop yield to a sick child to higher-level offenses: for example, an unnamed witch in a 1671 court record was accused [29:  Emile Durkheim, “The Division of Labor in Society” (1893) in Classical Sociological Theory, ed. Craig Calhoun, Joseph Gerteis, James Moody, Steven Pfaff, and Indermohan Virk (Wiley-Blackwell, 2022), 232-233.]  [30:  Charlotte McMurtry, “Witchcraft and Discourses of Identity and Alterity in Early Modern England, c. 1680-1760” (Master’s Thesis, University of Ottawa, 2020), 8.]  [31:  Robin Briggs, Witches and Neighbours: The Social and Cultural Context of European Witchcraft, 2nd ed. (Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 57.]  [32:  Stephanie Spoto, “Jacobean Witchcraft and Feminine Power,” Pacific Coast Philology 45 (2010): 33.] 

that she hath been the cause of the Queen’s barrenness & several other things & that she caused the bull to kill Colonel Robinson a parliament man & justice of the peace because he prosecuted the non-conformists she being one herself: either a Presbyterian or a Baptist[footnoteRef:33] [33:  SP 29/288 f. 5, lines 7-13.] 

Within this accusation lies threats to the gendered hierarchy – a male justice of the courts – and to the notions of family – the queen’s infertility – which also helped to define the gendered hierarchical system itself, as noted by Amussen.[footnoteRef:34] Not only did the witches themselves possess unconventional power, but as accusers and witnesses, women were able to gain power in the court system, paving the way for their ascension into positions of administration and other courtroom matters, which likely accounts for the notable increase of women involved in witchcraft trials between Elizabeth’s reign and the Restoration from 38% to 53%.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Amussen, “Gender, Family and the Social Order,” 202.]  [35:  Spoto, “Jacobean Witchcraft,” 54.] 

Witchcraft accusations and beliefs, like much of the ideology in early modern society, were not fixed – they were a set of interpretations, with accusations often debated, applied indirectly, or through an inference that the accused’s actions could be considered unnatural or suspicious. When Claude George refused to provide alms to Margueritte Liegey, a well-known and oft-feared local beggar, and shortly thereafter fell ill, she placed an indirect accusation against Margueritte as the cause, one of many such accusations that led to her eventual execution in 1624.[footnoteRef:36] During the trial of Catherine Ancel in 1614, a testimony regarding an incident in 1600 highlighted that while the husband, whose calf had gotten sick and subsequently gotten better after being provided a salt-lick by Catherine, believed Catherine to be the cause (and hence how she knew the cure), the wife, Bastienne Morel, insisted he should “not think ill of anyone and they did not know she was the cause”.[footnoteRef:37] While women were the most likely to be the target of accusations, averaging 80% of the cases across the British Isles, the other roughly 20% involved men, but the way in which men were involved in, and associated with, witchcraft is ultimately similar: those accused of witchcraft were those accused of disrupting the prescribed notions of social, political, and hierarchical order, whatever the interpretations of those notions happened to be at that time.[footnoteRef:38] Magicians who worked to reinforce these orders, such as John Dee, Edward Kelley, and Cornelius Agrippa, were allowed to practice, and were celebrated for, their magical powers.[footnoteRef:39] Concerns over women’s sexual power and the inversion of the gendered hierarchies they could undertake, particularly through witchcraft, were the driving force behind many witchcraft accusations.[footnoteRef:40]  [36:  Briggs, “Witches and Neighbours,” 52-3.]  [37:  Briggs, “Witches and Neighbours,” 55-6.]  [38:  Spoto, “Jacobean Witchcraft,” 60.]  [39:  Ibid.]  [40:  Spoto, “Jacobean Witchcraft,” 68.] 

Why was there so much concern over the gendered hierarchy, and thereby so much potential for witchcraft accusations? The changes to religious hierarchy from the Reformation had a substantial impact on the rest of the social hierarchy, but there were wider worries at play here that combined with Reformation ideals. The British Isles had seen continual bouts of warfare for centuries, but it was the English Revolution (which includes both the First and Second English Civil Wars between 1639-1649) that provided a direct challenge to ideas of masculinity, gendered hierarchy in governance, and significantly impacted the social relations that were already under threat during the Long Reformation. A key event during this revolution highlights the fragility of male-headed authority during this period: at the Battle of Naseby in June 1643, Charles I lost both his men and a coach filled with his correspondence to his French Catholic wife, Henrietta Maria. His opposition, the Parliamentarians, used this correspondence to paint his rule as ineffectual, effeminate, and under the influence of a woman.[footnoteRef:41] Additionally, the treatment of women during this war was an outcome of a belief that women around/involved with the battlefield were acting outside of their gender role, with many of their punishments, such as nose slitting, similar to those used against accused witches and other ‘disorderly’ women.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Hughes, “’Gender Trouble’,” 347-8.]  [42:  Ibid.] 

The language used in witchcraft accusations provides considerable insight as to the motivations and how pervasive the ideology was behind them, not only during but after the witchcraft trials. One of the primary concerns in this period, and a significant contributor to litigation involving women, focused heavily on control over their sexuality and sexual behavior: by 1633, 70% of cases brought before the primary court were for defamation, and 85% of those were sued by women.[footnoteRef:43] The insults used against women, including variations of the word “whore” and “bawd”, were not necessarily aimed at the specific promiscuity that the woman had undertaken, but at her general behavior, and even the insults towards men, such as “cuckold”, focused on the impact women’s sexuality had on their men.[footnoteRef:44] The position of women during the early modern period was at a bit of an odd impasse – on the one hand, they were given significant control within the household, and even gained some power to contribute economically outside of the household; however, on the other hand, if they strove too far from what was tolerated, if they challenged the notions of power in the house or the community, they were disorderly women, whores, or witches.[footnoteRef:45] These ideas, and the punishments that accompanied them, would seemingly be limited to coming from men, but women utilized them as a way of gaining whatever power they could. Nose slits, as mentioned, were a common punishment for witches, and in many cases and for similar reasons, for whores – Katherine Berry received a slit nose in 1618 at the hands of Alice Berry for allegedly sleeping with her husband, and Joan Hickman threatened to do the same to Joan Bird in 1619.[footnoteRef:46]  [43:  Laura Gowing, “Language, power, and the law: women’s slander litigation in early modern London” in Women, Crime and the Courts in Early Modern England, ed. Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker (Taylor and Francis Group, 1994), 26-7.]  [44:  Ibid, 30.]  [45:  Ibid.]  [46:  Ibid, 32.] 

Combining concerns of religious practices, power, and women’s sexuality, witches were often accused of sexual relations with the Devil, typically in exchange for something – the case of Agnes Samsone mentioned above is one example, but many more like it exist in the records. Catherine la Rondelatte confessed in 1608 to having had sexual relations with the Devil, in exchange for which he promised her “great wealth” and the ability to “avenge [her]self” against any who had wronged her by touching them or their animals with a stick that he gave her.[footnoteRef:47] This diabolical pact, combining “elements of folklore and official demonlogy”, as Robin Briggs argues, was only made a capital offence in the Jacobean Witchcraft Act of 1604, and until then had only been punishable by a year’s imprisonment, but was clearly an inversion of ideas surrounding power and social relations that defined the British community.[footnoteRef:48] Relations with the Devil were often thought to leave some form of ‘witches mark’ on the body of the witch, something frequently searched for during accusations and trials: a 1582 case in Essex saw local women, identified as “women of credite”, being assigned to search suspected witches for these marks.[footnoteRef:49] Several cases in Yorkshire, ranging from 1621-1655, show how state-sanctioned the searching process could be, with the women gathered to do the searching under the orders of constables and justices. Midwives, while often ending up as the accused due to their combinations of practical and natural ‘magic’, could also be utilized as expert witnesses and searchers for the mark, given their knowledge of female genitalia, where the mark was most often thought to exist. Matthew Hopkins, one of the most famous ‘witch-hunters’ of the period, described the cases of Elizabeth Harvey, Joan Salter, and another unnamed witch from Essex, and how midwives testified in these cases to having found “teats in her privy parts which the midwife and the rest of these informants have not seen the like on the body of any other woman”.[footnoteRef:50] [47:  Briggs, “Witches and Neighbours,” 21.]  [48:  Ibid, 23.]  [49:  Jim Sharpe, “Women, witchcraft and the legal process” in Women, Crime and the Courts in Early Modern England, ed. Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker (Taylor and Francis Group, 1994), 108.]  [50:  Sharpe, “Women, witchcraft and the legal process,” 110.] 

While there were a myriad of concerns emerging and surrounding early modern British society, it is clear through the evidence discussed that the reformation of ideas surrounding governance, hierarchy, social bonds, and a woman’s place in society that came from the Protestant faith were a significant and often understated contributor to both the witchcraft trials and the changing social relationships of the communities long after their end. These were communities built on the ideas of neighborliness and obligation to one another, taught by a religion that was being upended in both its reorganization and its teachings, including on who did or did not belong to a community, and amidst a cut-off from the ‘supernatural economy’. The household, and by association, the society, were expected to be led by male authority, with women serving their role as managers within the household. While the general ideas surrounding the ordering of society may have been cohesive, social conflict and a consistent flux in interpersonal relations dominated even medieval British society. Widespread economic and social changes, from guilds and local craftsmen to industrialized agriculture and urban living, driven by the Protestant tendency towards ‘economic rationalism’, were threatening the norms and values that broadly defined the British community. Women were granted some ability to move outside of their prescribed roles as wives and household managers, but to do so in a way outside of what was tolerable or controllable brought the potential for slander, litigation, and, in many cases, witchcraft accusations. Heightened tensions from all the changes taking place, and an increase in access to the courts, provided the venue for women to gain “unconventional power”, as Spoto argued, both as witches and as accusers, witnesses, and administrators of the justice system. Bad crop yields, illnesses, deaths, and even problems at social levels much higher than theirs, such as the infertility of the queen, could all become problems caused by witches, of which there was a very real belief going back centuries before the major persecutions. The potential power offered to women had the very real potential to disrupt the gendered hierarchy that defined early modern society, a defining structure that was strained under the weight of the English Civil Wars and the effeminization of enemies on both sides. Language is one of the most powerful weapons one can possess, and the effeminizing language used against Charles I due to Henrietta’s perceived influence over his rule, set the stage for defamatory language surrounding concerns over women’s sexuality and the power it could hold over the social order. “Whores” were often witches, witches were often “whores”, and all of this had to do with the threat women’s sexuality posed to religion and power, culminating in a sexual “diabolical pact” made with the Devil to gain their powers. Even after the witchcraft trials officially ended, and the litigation involving ideas of women’s place and the threats to power and hierarchy they posed faded into the background, the ideas themselves had become the new definitions of social relations in the British Isles and beyond – heightened suspicions about one’s neighbor, how the poor do or do not belong in a community, and what women are allowed to do, all of these were undergoing a reformation of what defined earlier British society, and what continues to pervade popular opinions to this day.  
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