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Many people may be familiar with the Salem Witch Trials. Starting in the spring of 1692, in the now-infamous Salem Village, Massachusetts, a group of young girls alleged that they were possessed by the devil. They blamed this phenomenon on several local women, accusing them of witchcraft and accusing them of inciting the devil to cast an evil spell over the seemingly innocent young girls. These accusations quickly became the talk of the town and resulted in mass hysteria taking hold of colonial Massachusetts. Purpose-built courts were convened by the people in Salem, to hear the cases and, thus, prosecute the accused. In total over 150 were arrested, and 20 people were killed in the witch hunt, with 19 being hung and 5 dying whilst being held in custody. Amongst the victims were Sarah Good, Rebecca Nurse and John Proctor. Their fate was determined by a biased jury, and people would attend the public galleries in the hopes of catching a glimpse of the ‘evil witches’, as well as to witness the brutal and absurd hearings.

Despite the court cases and accusations slowly waning in Salem itself, it was just one instance in what has been a long list of witch hunts carried out over centuries. For hundreds of years those accused of being witches or practising witchcraft have been sentenced to harsh punishments, such as long jail sentences and death penalties.

The persecution was especially prevalent across Europe, with hunts becoming a widespread sport of sorts. The act of hunting down and prosecuting the accused was carried out by societies in each region, and the results of these hunts would often result in painful, brutal, and torturous deaths. 

Whilst most societies no longer participate in these barbaric acts, and the belief that we live amongst evil witches who carry out sinister deeds has somewhat diminished, it is still important to remember and highlight the plight faced by many innocent victims in a barbaric historical practice. 

The word witchcraft itself is derived from the word ‘wiccecraeft’, which is of Old English origins. The word comes from two separate terms: Wicce (Feminine) or Wicca (masculine), which means someone that practises sorcery and ‘craeft’, which means a skill or a craft. 

Witchcraft is defined as the use of supernatural powers, which are then used to control both people and events. Over the years people have believed that witches use magic and sorcery to conjure up evil powers, place spells on people and harm whoever they decide to with their wicked energy. Throughout history, witches were believed to have secret gatherings with their covens, where they would make both human and animal sacrifices as a display of their devotion to the cause. They were also believed to have engaged in cannibalism and were supposedly working alongside the Devil, or Satan. Often portrayed in a highly negative manner, witches are associated with performing black magic, being evil and possessing magic powers capable of harm and damage. 

There are a few definitions of witches, however, a vast majority of people associate witches with the media’s ideology of what they look like and how they act. They are generally portrayed as ugly, elderly women with gigantic boils on their faces, large, crooked noses, and hunched postures. Witch costumes are one of the most popular fancy-dress options at Halloween, with people wearing green face paint, pointy hats and holding broomsticks, a witch’s’ supposed form of transport. 

This leads people to the misconception that all practising witches are egregious and corrupt beings. Witchcraft exists today, and many people class themselves as witches. They are categorized as individuals who “practise magic as part of a religion, such as Wicca[footnoteRef:1]”. There are various types of witches, it is not a ‘one size fits all’ situation. These include, but are not limited to: [1:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/witchcraft] 

· Traditional or folk witches
· Green witches
· Hedge witches
· Baby witches
· Cosmic witches
· Crystal witches
· Solitary witches
· Coven-based witches
· White witches
Each has a different set of principles and/or beliefs, and although a lot may have several aspects in common, they do diverge slightly.

Although believed to have derived from Christian beliefs, the history of witchcraft is a lot more complex and ancient. Whilst there is information about witches in the Bible, it is not a Christian invention or concept. Believed to pre-date Christianity by many centuries, the first documented links to witchcraft were found in Homer’s Odyssey (c.800 BC). The story reveals that Circe, an ancient goddess in Greek mythology, turns men into animals and describes her as a witch. In his treatise on superstition (c. AD 100) Plutarch also refers to witchcraft and Roman law statues heavily feature illicit magic. Older early laws were mostly focused on and against sorcery, rather than actual witchcraft itself. 

It was eventually discussed within Christianity. The Bible contains many references to witchcraft, and its stance on the subject is evident, it leaves no room for interpretation. Witchcraft and sorcery are heavily condemned in numerous passages, and it is apparent that the practice is a cardinal sin against God himself. Not only does it compare witchcraft and sorcery to murderers, the sexually immoral and liars, but it also states that anyone who practices it is sentenced to torture or death in horrific ways. For instance, the punishments range from a lake that burns with fire and sulphur (Revelation 21:8) to burning anyone accused (Acts 19:19), and even cutting off the hands of those who participate in the movement (Micah 5:12). One passage declares that “You shall not permit a sorceress to live (Exodus 22:18)”, whilst another says, “You shall not interpret omens or tell fortunes (Leviticus 19:26)[footnoteRef:2]”.  [2:  https://www.openbible.info/topics/witchcraft] 


The Bible also includes the story of King Saul in the book of 1 Samuel. The story explains how Saul contacted the Witch of Endor, requesting that she summon the spirit of Samuel, a dead prophet, to help him defeat the army of Philistine. Unfortunately for Saul, the conjuring of Samuel’s spirit did not bring fortune to Saul. Instead, Samuel prophesised the death of both Saul and his beloved sons. The son’s died the very next day in battle, leading Saul to commit suicide. This fable is used as an example of the evil deeds carried out by witches, and how sorcery is a sinful and corrupt practice. 

Whilst there have been documented cases of witch hunts worldwide, it was most rampant in Europe, with up to 80,000 suspected witches killed in less than 200 years, spanning between 1500-1660. Witchcraft was perceived as a scheme to summon demons and evil spirits, and therefore harm others, and the consequences were often fatal for the accused. Germany had the highest rate of execution in Europe, whilst Ireland had the lowest.
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It also became an obsession in Britain, with witchcraft being used as a way of explaining ill-fortune and bad luck, such as the death of livestock, deaths of children, poor harvests and so on. Parliament passed acts that classed witchcraft as a crime punishable by death in what was known as The Witchcraft Act 1542, and in 1604, during the reign of James I who had a keen interest in demonology, a further law was passed which transferred the trial of witches from the church to ordinary courts. Accusations were generally made against elderly, poor women, and the pandemic reached its height in the late 16th century, predominantly in southeast England. Between 1560 – 1700 a total of 513 witches were put on trial, with 112 of them being executed. Devon held the last known execution of a witch in 1685, and the last trials were held in 1717 in Leicester. Astonishingly, laws in the UK were being passed as late as 1824, banning acts such as astrology, spiritualism, and fortune-telling. It is estimated that over 500 people in the UK were executed for witchcraft.  

Several factors influenced the risk of being accused, with vulnerability depending on age, socio-economic status etc. Women were most at risk of being accused, with 70-80% of ‘witches’ in early modern Europe being female. The likelihood of being fingered as a sorcerer was increased for single women, older women (50 and above) and widows. The focus on girls highlighted just how sexist society was, and even today witches are often portrayed as women. Jean Bodin, a French demonologist, noted in 1580 that “women were fifty times more likely than men to succumb to the temptation of witchcraft[footnoteRef:3]”.  [3:  https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199578160.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199578160-e-26
] 


Whilst different societies handled things in various ways, the absurd reasoning behind the accusations were similar worldwide. The following are examples of just some of the things classed as suspicious:
· Having a mole, freckle, or mark on your body
· Having no children
· Negativity surrounded you, for instance, your butter or milk spoiled and went bad
· You were poor or of low social class
· Your neighbours were having trouble conceiving
· Sexual intercourse out of wedlock
· Having more than one female friend 
In addition to this, disproving that you were a witch was extremely difficult, and attempts to exonerate yourself often resulted in death. Some examples of this are: 
· Swimming tests – the accused would be stripped and bound and thrown into a body of water. If their body sunk, they were not a witch, if they floated then they were a witch. This would usually result in the person drowning, regardless of the outcome and whether they were a witch
· Witch cakes – they would take a sample of the ‘witch’s’ urine, mix it with ashes and rye-meal, bake it and then feed it to a dog. The dog was then responsible for revealing the name of the guilty. However, obviously, dogs cannot speak

Acts of torture were used to coerce confessions, and the punishment for being found guilty would usually consist of brutal forms of capital punishment, such as being burnt at the stake, being drowned, and being beheaded. Many people falsely confessed in attempts to save their own lives, with the hope that they would be sentenced to long prison terms and get to survive, as a pose to being killed barbarically. 
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It wasn’t just humans associated with the craft; animals would also fall victim to the claims. Black cats were particularly viewed as a symbol of witchcraft. It was believed that they were affiliated with evil, being called supernatural servants and that their nocturnal antics, such as roaming the streets at night, were a way to prowl and gather information for witches. Flies also fell victim to the accusations. Superstitions regarding black cats have persisted and remain today. They are associated with bad luck, particularly if one crosses your path.

Despite the false accusations made against thousands of innocent people, some people do practise witchcraft. Although they face heavy prejudice, witches exist in modern-day society and continue to practise their beliefs. There are many stereotypes surrounding their chosen spirituality, however many witches these days aim to raise awareness and dispel the controversy and preconceptions. Whilst some witches do, in fact, practise dark magic, the majority are not sinister, and it’s highly unlikely that their goal is to put a hex or spell on people. Most practising witches concoct potions and spells aimed at helping and healing people, and they practise magic without ill intent, focusing instead on having a positive impact on people. They use various channels to practise their work, such as prayers, music, charms, and incantations. 

Whilst it is becoming a more understood and accepted concept, there are still societies that condemn witchcraft, and it is still a punishable offence in many countries across the world. Papa New Guinea, for instance, continue to beat and kill the accused, and in recent years they burned a young mother alive after pressing charges of witchcraft against her. Similar acts of violence take place in South America, the Middle East, Africa, and immigrant communities in the United States, and Europe. 

The media has a huge array of films, books, television series and podcasts relating to witches. They are often portrayed as evil entities doing the Devils work and feature heavily in horror stories. However, there are also portrayals of good, nice witches, such as Glenda in the Wizard of Oz.

Most of society has come incredibly far since the brutality faced by the victims of the witch trials; however, it is important to note that there are still people who are affected across the globe today due to medieval and archaic beliefs. It is evident that many people suffered at the hands of unscrupulous claims and biased ‘evidence’, and the witch hunts were often an excuse to prosecute or kill someone you didn’t like, or someone that had wronged you in some way. Whilst it does not excuse the actions of our predecessors, many of the people who perished have since been exonerated, with governments condemning the actions of those in previous power. 
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