Witch Hunt and Gender Bias:  Why women were targeted using the Pendle witches as a case study

The term Witch originates from the old English word Wicca meaning wise one, it has been used for centuries to describe a certain type of person of a perceived disreputable type of person and their character that would associate, have dealt with or be in league with the devil.  Accounts of witchcraft have been present throughout the centuries and across many cultures throughout our history, with  their characteristics, mannerisms and our attitudes towards them varying over different periods of time, similarities still remain such as the belief that animals played an important in that of a Witches life as they were a representation of their soul(Witches: Real Origins, Hunts & Trials, 2023).  That the Witches themselves were a manifestation of beings with the power to perform magic spells, calling up spirits and being Pagan in nature tasked to the devil’s work. It is unclear to when witches first came on the historical scene but earliest records is in the bible in the book 1 Samuel Throught written between 931 bc and 721 bc.  A mass of interest in Witches peaked and flourished and became rampant in Europe during the mid 1400’s with a figure of 80,000 put to death from the years 1500 up until 1660.  More prominent were the prosecution and deaths of those charged with witchcraft were those in Germany while Ireland had the least(Witches: Real Origins, Hunts & Trials, 2023).  Witchcraft were to remain a criminal offence until 1735 and during the Tudor and Stuart periods were punishable by death.  In this piece I will be examining how society determined an individual as being a Witch, what made women the prime target of these accusations and how these individuals were treated by looking into The Pendle Witch Trials of the 1600’s and what influences attributed to the persecution of these women. 

The 17th century was a significantly turbulent time in a variant of ways across the globe.  Indifferences in power due to religious divides, cultural shifts as well as scientific advancements were a constant, included in this time was the crowing of James VI of Scotland as James I of England, uniting the two waring countries and marking the first time the two nations were to be ruled under one monarch.  King James was only one when his mother Queen Mary 1 abdicated in 1567 and was later to rule as reigning monarch of England and Scotland after the death of Elizabeth in 1603, she, who had previously taken the throne from Jame’s mother Queen Mary I in1558 (AnHistorian, 2023).  Thus, reestablishing the Protestant power her father King Henry VIII had worked so hard to instil.  His mother Mary I, a devote catholic, once denounced from the throne would have no baring on her son’s upbringing and he would be tutored in Protestant ways by political powers, this being a very a clever political and deliberate move to segregate him from his mother’s faith of Catholicism.  James would continue to be subject to political plots as at the age of twelve he was captured and imprisoned for a year by to earls, the experience was named Raid of Ruthven(Popery, puritans and witches: The reign of King James I and VI, no date).  This period would undergo an extensive Protestant reformation inspired by Calvinism and would involve a widespread iconoclasm, with religious images damaged and the power of bishops reduced (Popery, puritans and witches: The reign of King James I and VI, no date) Echoes of the 16th century were still present, as Christianity had been divided in Catholicism and Protestantism and the country was still in the clutches of a religious war, better referred to as the Reformation period, this was due to a turbulent period of religious intolerance and change(AnHistorian, 2023).  With every monarch there was a need influence the population to follow their religious laws, thus the views on how woman were to be judged and handled varied dependant on the religion you belonged to.    There was much unrest and distain for politics, royalty and between the divided religions that in the early 17th century, James I ordered that every Catholic who didn’t attend Church of England be labelled that he detest their Catholic religion and fined, one county that struggled with this was Lancashire and was then regarded as lawless and wild.  This was associated to their relation to their loyalty and sympathy with the Catholic Church, this was apparent when they openly opposed the closure of their nearby Cistercian Abbey reverting back to Catholicism(The Pendle Witches, a famous witch trial in Lancashire, 2019). Political distain for the king would remain which then fuelled attempted assassinations on his person including that of parliament in the Gunpowder Plot of 1605.  

[bookmark: _Hlk183186961]During the period of the 17th century cost of living would rise as the rate of inflation grew by an estimated figure of sixfold between 1500 and early 1600, influencing the trade and merchanting, steering away from agriculture.  As a result of this attitudes changed and a more prominent middle-class citizen was becoming visually noticeable to the other classes as they pertained to be merchants and people of professionality, thus so too did the poor class grow in number and saw a divide of deserving and undeserving. The idealism of voluntary charity towards poor from as a Christian obligation was not encouraged due to a poor law in this period(Swain, 1994).  obsolete due  The black death outbreaks at this time were frequent, this combined with poor harvests  were devastating for the population, little knowledge was known and as there was no means for minimising it’s impact this fuelled the need to blame and as witches were a popular topic at the time, they were considered the culprits(Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches, 2012).  Access to doctors were limited in these times so wise women were often consulted and so the use of herbs such as mandrake, monkshood, cannabit, belladonna were used in brews and ointments for medical purposes were widely used.  The catholic church considered anyone with the knowledge and use of herbs had a pack with the devil.  9Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches,2012).  Witches were commonly  identified by being old, poor, unprotected and single/widowed, often having pets for company i.e their familiars(Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches,2012).  In the renaissance period there was the distinction between white and black witches, white witches being those that help the community with their knowledge of herbs and heling properties pass down thru generations to help people in need.  Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches,2012).  Men were seen as all powerful with more rights Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches,2012).  Women were expected to provide healing as part of their housekeeping Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches,2012). The church used its teachings to construct a system that targeted women and outsiders.  By 1655 across the sea to America in the heart of Virginia attitudes and the law would begin to change with an outlawing of falsely accusing people of witchcraft.  In essence, the church's teachings created a framework where witchcraft was seen as a grave spiritual threat, justifying harsh persecution and feeding into existing social and religious tensions of the time.  However they have been varied the fundamentals have always remained the same in that it was believed witches had access to magic calling upon spirits for help or to bring about change, mainly being perceived as paganistic in origin and doing the devils work(Witches: Real Origins, Hunts & Trials, 2023).



[bookmark: _Hlk183380397]Queen Elizabeth I introduced England’s second witchcraft law in 1563 known as ‘An Act against Conjurations, Enchantments and Witchcrafts’, following her father’s Henry VIII of 1542 ‘An Act against Conjurations, Witchcrafts, Sorcery and enchantments.  At this time there was a distinction between different styles of magic and the type which were deemed spiteful, disruptive and damaging were punishable.   In this period any unexplainable events were often blamed on witchcraft (Elizabethan Witchcraft and Witches,2012).  Yet in rural communities people who were labelled cunning folk who aided in the assistance of healing common ailments, finding lost items were revered as they fulfilled  with evil and wicked spirits which would define  witchcraft an its relationship with the devil, thus establishing a distinction between minor and major offenses  and creating suitable punishments(WHICH WITCH(CRAFT ACT) IS WHICH? | Parliamentary Archives: Inside the Act Room, 2020).  Witchcraft became associated with Catholicism in some areas and in Protestant England both Catholics and witches were seen as enemies of the state and the rooting out of witchcraft as a way to cleanse communities of Catholic influences and reinforce church authority.  Protestants limited what they perceived a woman’s highest calling to be, limiting their political and social power of abbesses, removing thareir ability to choose an unmarried life (Women and the Reformation, no date).  The church used its teachings to construct a system that targeted women and outsiders.  In essence, the church's teachings created a framework where witchcraft was seen as a grave spiritual threat, justifying harsh persecution and feeding into existing social and religious tensions of the time.ew society treated them may have differed.  However they have been varied the fundamentals have always remained the same in that it was believed witches had access to magic calling upon spirits for help or to bring about change, mainly being perceived as paganistic in origin and doing the devils work(Witches: Real Origins, Hunts & Trials, 2023).  
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[bookmark: _Hlk183175098]An Act against Conjuration, Witchcraft, and dealing with evil and wicked Spirits, 1603. WHICH WITCH(CRAFT ACT) IS WHICH? | Parliamentary Archives: Inside the Act Room Accessed 22th November 2024 

King James renowned for his homosexual tastes both sexually and romantically found himself betrothed to Anne of Denmark in the age of 1589 at the age of 23 while she was 14 years of age.  They were to have seven children and the alliance politically cemented his position in Protestant standing to those who believed him to be a secret Catholic(Popery, puritans and witches: The reign of King James I and VI, no date).  Upon setting sail across the North Sea they were met by a violent tempest, her husband then resolved to collect her himself, yet on their return voyage to England encountered more storms and which resulted in a ship lost, laying claim to his belief that witchcraft had been involved.  The country od Denmark, which his now wife originated and so would hold influence over the king had a long history of witch hunts and trials(‘The Pendle witches’, 2018).  The king would become intrigued by the existence of Witchcraft encouraged by the religious viewpoints of the time was in charge of interrogating a group of people accused of witchcraft in the north Berwick witch trials in Scotland of 1590 – 1592.  His views and suspicious beliefs spurred on by religious fanaticism.  The king was both a philosopher, thinker and writer.  His book  Daemonologie was  published in 1597 and encompassed his knowledge and experience on witchcraft and the supernatural(I, 2008).  It was an informative journal written as to educate the populace bout history and practices of sorcery justifying reasons for persecuting witches and sets the stage by addressing the widespread fear of witches.  King James other legacies were the first English bible, the creation of the union jack , the first colonisation of America and the introduction to tabaco(Popery, puritans and witches: The reign of King James I and VI, no date).  Previously the publication of the book Malleus Maleficarum in 1486 was identified as a type of guide to witches within which provided information on how to seak out a witch and interrogate one and soon become authoritative to Protestants and Catholics alike out selling the other literature for more than one hundred years(Witches: Real Origins, Hunts & Trials, 2023).  
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Dæmonologie.  WHICH WITCH(CRAFT ACT) IS WHICH? | Parliamentary Archives: Inside the Act Room Accessed 22th November 2024


Previously during the 16th century historians had believed that experiences of spirituality and marriage were expressed through gender, that women were to submit to their husbands, that their role was purely domestic in the interest of showing her devotion to god(WordPress.com, 2017)   Women were seen as weak and of lower intelligence, that if different than it was through their weakness that they may be channelled thru god or the devil(3: Cultural Context: Gender and Religion in 16th-Century England, 2020) Following into the 17th century women were living in an obviously prevalent man’s world where they were considered inferior and were domestically confined for financial security(WordPress.com, 2017).  In the Patriarchal system women were existing within they found themselves second class citizens expected to forgo freedom of speech and act upon guidelines set by men executing a level of conduct and virtue which reflected upon their family, hence if not upheld they would be judged accordingly.  Amongst these virtues lay explicit expectations on personality, how they adorned themselves and conducted themselves by their appetites(Murphy, Michaela, 2012).  The 16th century remained a highly patriarchal period, and outspoken views were frowned upon, there was deemed necessary steps to be taken to quench and punish individuals who were considered to be troublesome or disruptive to these social times.  One such example of this was the introduction of the scold’s bridle, made from iron it was designed to fit over the head and encase the face of the wearer impeding speech by way of a serrated mouth guard fitted into the mouth and a bell to alert everyone to the wearers crime as to shame them in their community.  Women were mainly targeted by this form of punishment as to silence woman from showing independence as they were expected to be submissive, seen and not heard, although some men were subjected to this type of punishment.  This method was encouraged to maintain control preventing any challenge to the male authority(Pearson, 2024).  This practice remained popular up until the 19th century and which origins are referred to as going back to the 14th century.  Later in the Tudor period other forms of punishment using the thought of scolding had emerged as ducking stools, which would be used in trying witches of their guilt(Fraga, 2023).  
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Picture of scold bridle Scold’s Bridle: A Haunting 16th-Century Punishment Device - Historyen.  Accessed 21st November 2024

[bookmark: _Hlk183379843]The Pendle Witch trials were the most notorious of the 17th century and took place in Lancashire Castle in 1612 over the period of 3 days. The case centered around two rival families, the Demdikes and the Chattoxes, both families lead by elderly widows, both renowned for witches.   A grand total of 12 people were accused of Witchcraft with 10 being convicted and sentenced to death, while Margaret Pearson received a sentence of humiliation and Old Demike died in custody.  The trial itself was documented in an official publication by the clerk of the court Thomas Pots called The Wonderful Discoverie of Witches in the Countie of Lancaster(Swain, 1994).  The accused were not permitted to have their own defence counsel or witness to speak on their behalf and much of the evidence presented was by that of rumours, gossip and false confessions.  This series of trials accounted for the overall 2 percent of all witches executed between early 15th and 18th century England.  The trial centres around the Alizon Device and a pedlar John Law who on his account had been cursed by Alizon  upon his refusal to give her pins.  With little alternative knowledge Alizon later confessed that she had told the Devil to lame him, but we now are aware from Johns symptoms that he had experienced a stroke.   She later accused her grandmother Old Demdike and other members of her family(The Pendle Witches, a famous witch trial in Lancashire, 2019).  Demdike had for many years been considered by her peers as a witch, but in respect of being a healer or wise woman.  Those that were accused were Elizabeth Device, James Device, Alice Nutter, Katherine Hewitt, John Bulcock, Jane Bulcock, Alice Grey, Jennet Preston, with all apart from Alice Nutter being of poor origin.  Upon the cases presented Elizabeth Devices’s youngest child Jennet Device was called as a witness and professed that her mother was a witch(The Pendle Witches, a famous witch trial in Lancashire, 2019).
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The 1604 Act against Conjuration, Witchcraft and dealing with evil and wicked Spirits. An Act against Witchcraft - The National Archives.  Accessed 20th November 2024
While men were also accused of witchcraft in some cases, women made up the majority of the accused in the Pendle trials. The combination of social vulnerability, religious beliefs about women's susceptibility to evil, and concerns about sexual morality made women, especially older and marginalized women, the primary targets of witchcraft accusations in this period.  Women of a poverish nature were targeted especially older women like widows, those without male protection, those living on the edge of society.  Prosecution of women as witches was highly encouraged by the Protestant faith as means to divide Christianity  and reducing the creditability of the Catholic faith by associating it with works of the devil and increasing the numbers of people reverting to the protestant faith.  Women were easy targets and considered to be less socially important due to their inferiority to men.
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