




To disbelieve in witchcraft is the greatest of all sins. 
Malleus Maleficarum (1487)

Unfortunately, the witch herself – poor and illiterate – did not leave us her story. It 
was recorded, like all history, by the educated elite, so that today we know the witch 
only through the eyes of her persecutors.
Witches, Midwives and Nurses: A History of Women Healers,  
Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English (1973)

Beause the Medieval Church, with the support of kings, princes and secular  
authorities, controlled medical education and practice, the Inquisition (witch-
hunts) constitutes, among other things, an early instance of the “professional” 
repudiating the skills and interfering with the rights of the “non-professional”  
to minister the poor. 
The Manufacture of Madness, T homas Szasz (1970)

By reference to the context of the witch-hunts it may be argued that the persecution 
served as a means of social control of women at a time of great social change, and 
when men were actively pursuing the more lucrative and influential positions within 
the emergent capitalist economy. 
Lewd Women and Wicked Witches: A Study of the Dynamics of Male Domination,  
Marianne Hester (1992)

Reverse everything. Make the women the point of departure in judging; make  
darkness the point of departure in judging what men call light.
Marguerite Duras (interviewed by Susan Husserl-Kapit, 1975)

Let the religion be joy. 
Aleister Crowley
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To study witchcraft is for most of us to study something 
we do not believe in. This makes the problem of “present-
centeredness” – the tendency to explain the past in terms 
that relate mainly to the present – especially acute in the 
case of witchcraft. 
The Witchcraft Reader, Darren Oldridge (ed.) (2002)

The archetypal “witch”, simultaneously a particular and peculiar 
representation of “women” in Western history and culture, offered 
one of the most spectacular and complex metaphors for identification 
with difference. 
Fantasies of Gender and the Witch in Feminist Theory and Literature, 
Justyna Sempruch (2008)

The repression of women in the binary pair witch-housewife is not an end in itself, but rather a 
means of developing the “civilized” self-control in men demanded in the marketplace and halls of 
power under incipient court capitalism. 
Fearless Wives and Frightened Shrews: The Construction of the Witch in Early Modern Germany, 
Sigfrid Bauner (1995)

HERSTORY 
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Our forsisters were the Great Hags whom the institutionally  
powerful but privately impotent patriarchy found too threatening for  
coexistence ... For women who are on the journey of radical being, the 
lives of the witches, of the Great Hags of hidden history are deeply 
intertwined with our own process. As we write/live in our own story, 
we are uncovering their history. 
Gyn/Ecology, Mary Daly (1978)

As a radical feminist identity, the “witch” strategically represents both the historical abject figure  
subjected to torture and death, and a radical fantasy of renewal in the form of a female figure who desires 
(and articulates) a cultural transformation “that has not happened yet” and also the one who already 
marks that transformation. Thus, the feminist witch succeeds in subverting her own (abject) identity by 
converting it into a political fantasy; nevertheless the “category of women for merely ‘strategic’ purposes” 
as represented by the “witch” remains problematic.
Feminist Constructions of the “Witch” as Fantasmatic Other,  
Justyna Sempruch in Body & Society, vol. 10 (2004) 

Projected as “being the phallus,”  “woman” does neither exist nor 
belong; she is “in exile” (Irigaray, “Women’s Exile” 76), in cultural di-
aspora. The exilic narratives, especially the Anglo-American radical 
feminist texts, revalorize the unbelonging roles of midwives, healers, 
herbalists, and crones, reflecting Cixous’s “women” who return from 
the Dark Continent of desire “from always: from ‘without,’ from the 
hearth where the witches are kept alive; from below, from beyond 
‘culture’”. 
Fantasies of Gender and the Witch in Feminist Theory and Literature, 
Justyna Sempruch (2008)
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Indeed, it appears that women were more active in the prosecution 
of witchcraft that they were in most other crimes. In England, for 
example, they featured not only as accusers but also in the  
specialist role of “searchers” who examined the bodies of 
 suspects for hidden teats used to suckle familiar spirits. Licensed 
midwives, with their specialist knowledge of female anatomy, were 
often employed in this capacity, thus reversing the idea that  
midwives were commonly accused of witchcraft. 
The Witchcraft Reader, 
Darren Oldridge (ed.) (2002)

Here is a story. Once upon a time, there was a woman who lived on the edge of a village. She 
lived alone, in her house surrounded by her garden, in which she grew herbs and other healing 
plants. Though she was alone, she was never lonely; she had her garden and her animals for 
company, she took lovers when she wished, and she was always busy. The woman was a healer 
and midwife; she had practical knowledge taught her by her mother, and mystical knowledge of 
herbs and her common sense to help the sick. However, her peaceful existence was disrupted. 
Even though this woman was harmless, she posed a threat to the fearful. Her medical 
 knowledge threatened the doctor. Her simple, true spiritual values threatened the  
superstitious nonsense of the Catholic church, as did her affirmation of the sensuous body. Her  
independence and freedom threatened men. So the inquisition descended on her, and cruelly 
tortured her into confessing to lies about the devil. She was burned alive by men who hated 
women, along with millions of others just like her.
Do you believe this story? Thousands of women do. It is still being told, in full or in part, by 
women who are academics, but also by poets, popular historians, theologians, dramatists. It is 
compelling, even terrifying. However, in all essentials it is not true, or only partly true, as a  
history of what happened to the women called witches in the early modern period. 
The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-Century Representations, 
 Diane Purkiss (1996)

Popular history, and also the history taught in schools, is  
influenced by this Manichean tendency, which shuns half-tints and  
complexities, it is prone to reduce the river of human occurrences to 
conflicts, the conflicts to duels – we and they, the good guys and the 
bad guys respectively, because the good must prevail, else the world 
would be subverted.
The Drowned and the Saved,  
Primo Levi (1986)

BURNING MYTHS
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There is no evidence that the majority of those accused were healers or midwives; in England 
and also in some parts of the continent, midwives were more lately to be found helping witch-
hunters. Most women used herbal medicines as part of their household skills, some of which 
were quasi-magical, without arousing any anxiety. There is little evidence that witches were 
 invariably unmarried or sexually “liberated” or lesbian; many (though not most) of those  
accused were married women with young families. Men were not responsible for all accusations: 
many, perhaps even most, witches were accused by women, and most cases depend at least 
partly on evidence given by women witnesses. 
The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-Century Representations, 
Diane Purkiss (1996)

It is a story with clear oppositions. Everyone can tell who is innocent and who is guilty, who is good 
and who bad, who is oppressed and who the oppressor. It offers to identify oppression, to make it 
noticeable. It legitimates identification of oppression with powerful institutions, and above all with 
Christianity. This is, above all, a narrative of the Fall, of paradise lost. It is a story about how perfect 
our lives would be – how perfect we women would be, patient, kind, self-sufficient – if it were not for 
the patriarchy and its violence. It is often linked with another lapsarian myth, the myth of an  
originary matriarchy, through the themes of mother-daughter learning and of matriarchal religions 
as sources of witchcraft. This witch-story explains the origins of good and evil. It is a religious myth, 
and the religion it defines is radical feminism. How did radical feminists come to need a Holocaust 
of their own? 
The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-Century Representations, 
Diane Purkiss (1996)

Since all feminist histories offer to ask – and sometimes answer – the question “what is a woman?” 
all feminist histories of witchcraft are caught up in contemporary politics [...] Radical feminism 
offers its narrative not as a reconstruction of the past, but an account of the way things always are. 
This stance is ironically close to traditionalist humanist scholarship, with its insistence on  
eternal verities. 
(Purkiss, 1996)



As for the first question, why a greater number of witches is found in the fragile 
feminine sex than among men ... the first reason is, that they are more credulous, 
and since the chief aim of the devil is to corrupt faith, therefore he rather attacks 
them ... the second reason is, the women are naturally impressionable, and ... the 
third reason is that they have slippery tongues, and are unable to conceal from 
their fellow-women those things which by evil arts they know ... But the natural 
reason is that [a woman] is more carnal than a man, as is clear from her many  
carnal abominations. And it should be noted that there was a defect in formation 
of the first woman, since she was formed from the bent rib, that is, a rib of the 
breast, which is bent as it were in a contrary direction to a man. And since through 
this defect she is an imperfect animal, she always deceives ... And this is indicated 
by the etymology of the word; for Femina comes from Fe and Minus, since she is 
weaker to hold and preserve the faith ... All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, 
which in women is insatiable. 
Malleus Maleficarum [Hammer of the Witches] 
Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger (1487)

HAMMER OF THE WITCHES
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The case that the witch-hunt was a woman hunt is a strong one. In the first place, 
the stereotype of the witch in Christian Europe has always been that of a woman. 
In twelfth-century Russia, the authorities in one district became anxious about the 
prevalence of witchcraft and began to round up the entire female population. In 
1492, in Langendorf in the Rhineland, they arrested all but two of the adult women. 
On the island of Coll, off the west coast of Scotland, a man claimed to have been 
attacked by a witch who had turned herself into an angry sheep. He said that, if all 
the women of Coll were placed together in a pen, his dog would be able to sniff out 
which of them was a witch.
“Was witch-hunting woman hunting?” Christina Larner in The Witchcraft Reader,  
Darren Oldridge (ed.) (2002) 

For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft. 
SAMUEL 15: 23



And what, then, of those witches who ... sometimes collect male organs in great 
numbers as many as twenty or thirty members together, and put them in a bird’s 
nest, or shut them up in a box, where they move themselves like living members, 
and eat oats and corn, as has been seen by many and is matter of common report? 
... For a certain man tells us that, when he had lost his member, he approached a 
known witch to ask her to restore it to him. She told the afflicted man to climb a 
certain tree, and that he might take whichever member he liked out of the nest in 
which there were several members. And when he tried to take a big one, the witch 
said, “You must not take that one,” adding, “because it belongs to a parish priest.” 
Malleus Maleficarum,  
Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger (1487)

When a woman thinks alone, she thinks evil. 
Malleus Maleficurum (1487)



The definitive characteristic of our form of Paganism is our focus on the healing of 
all persons – women, children, and men – from the toxicity of patriarchy. 
Hidden Circles in the Web: Feminist Wicca, Occult Knowledge and Process Thought, 
Constance Wise (2008)

The witch-craze took different forms at different times and places, but never lost 
its essential character: that of a ruling class campaign of terror directed against 
the female peasant population. Witches represented a political, religious and 
sexual threat to the Protestant Catholic church alike, as well as to the state. 
Witches, Midwives and Nurses: A History of Women Healers, 
Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English (1973)

Witch-beliefs ... upheld the conventions of charity and neighbourliness, but once 
these conventions had broken down they justified the breach and made it possible 
for the uncharitable to direct attention from their own guilt by focussing on that of 
the witch. Meanwhile she would be deterred from knocking on any more doors. 
Religion and the Decline of Magic, 
Keith Thomas (1971)

THE TOXICITY  
OF PATRIARCHY



It was not for nothing that Margaret Lister of Fife was described in her  
indictment in 1662 as “a witch, a charmer, and a libber”. The last term seems to 
have had much the same pejorative meaning it carries today: a liberated woman 
who insists on making an issue of it. 
“Was witch-hunting woman hunting?” Christina Larner in The Witchcraft Reader,  
Darren Oldridge (ed.) (2002) 

We must ask why women appeared particularly threatening to the patriarchal order 
at this time, and why they ceased to be threatening about 1700. Was it because of a 
rise in their status and independence? Was there a superfluous female population? 
Was it (paradoxically) because the Christianization of the peasantry through the 
Reformation and Counter-Reformation increased the individual responsibility of 
women for their spiritual lives? Was it because the religion so diffused was  
relentlessly patriarchal? 
 “Was witch-hunting woman hunting?” Christina Larner in The Witchcraft Reader, 
 Darren Oldridge (ed.) (2002)







The definition of the witch relied on the eroticized construct of female  
behaviour that saw women as threatening and in need of control, and the witch 
was constructed as a woman with an overly insatiable sexuality satisfied only by  
perverse practices with the devil; a control over this perceived sexuality was  
enacted in the witch-hunt trials. 
“Feminist Consciousness” and “Wicked Witches”: Recent Studies on Women in Early 
Modern Europe, Barbara Becker-Cantarino, in Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and 
Society, vol. 20 (1994)

There’s a lot of talk among lesbians about herstory  
beginning with SM, that witchcraft is connected with  
SM; that our power has somehow derived from mystical  
rites involving SM sex. You see, besides the extreme  
intensity that SM brings to a relationship there is also a  
social/political/mystical draw. 
Against Sadomasochism: Radical Feminist Analysis, 
Robin Ruth linden (ed.) (1982)



And so all pervasive is the male bias of our culture 
that we seldom notice that the fantasies we take in, 
the images that describe to us how to act are male 
fantasies about females. In a male world, female sex 
is from the beginning unable to get a clear picture  
of itself. 
“Female Sexual Alienation”, Linda Phelps in Women:  
A Journal of Liberation, vol. 13 (1972) 

I believed along with Jung, that each woman 
had within her a male self and each man a 
female self. Now I find these concepts  
unhelpful and misleading. 
The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient  
Religion of the Great Goddess,  
(preface to the tenth anniversary edition) 
Starhawk (1979)

Sexuality was to be identified as the site of  
women’s oppression in the sense that property  
was for Marx the site of class oppression. Rape,  
sexual violence, pornography, wife battering and  
(eventually) child sexual abuse became the central 
signifiers of patriarchy, replacing signifiers such as 
legal asymmetries and pay differentials. 
The Witch in History: Early Modern and  
Twentieth-Century Representations, 
Diane Purkiss (1996) 



If a woman dare to cure without having studied she is witch and must die. 
Malleus Maleficarum, 
Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger (1487)

During the Middle Ages, the practice of healing was taken away from women 
and institutionalized as an exclusively male profession. No one was permitted to 
practise healing who had not studied medicine at university, and women were not 
permitted into universities. The church legitimated male doctors’ exclusive right 
to heal, equating non-professional healing with heresy. 
Embracing the Witch and the Goddess, 
Kathryn Rountree (2004)

The distinction between “female” superstition and “male” medicine was made 
final by the very roles of the doctor and the witch at trial. The trial in one stroke 
established the male physician on a moral and intellectual plane vastly above the 
female healer he was called to judge. It placed him on the side of God and Law, a 
profession on par with lawyers and theologians, while it placed her on the side of 
darkness, evil and magic. 
Witches, Midwives and Nurses: A History of Women Healers,  
Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English (1973)

The wise woman, or witch, had a host of remedies which had been tested in years 
of use. Many of the herbal remedies developed by witches still have their place in 
modern pharmacology. They had pain-killers, digestive aids and anti-inflammatory 
agents. They used ergot for the pain of labor at a time when the Church held that 
pain in labor was the Lord’s punishment for Eve’s original Sin. 
(Ehrenreich and English,1973)

Woman, busied during the later centuries with men’s affairs, has in requital lost 
her true role, that of healing and consoling, that of the fairy cures. This is her true 
priesthood. And it belongs to her no matter what the Church may have said. 
La Sorciere, 
Jules Michelet (1862)

The herbalist-witch represents a fantasy ... in which domestic skills are valued 
in the community as if they were professional skills. There is more than a passing 
resemblance between the witch-herbalist and the fantasy superwoman heroine of 
the 1980s and 90s, professional women who have beautiful country gardens, bake 
their own bread, make their own quilts, and demonstrate sexuality at every turn. 
The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-Century Representations, 
Diane Purkiss (1996)

HEALING POWER
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WITCH is an all-woman Everything. It’s theatre, revolution, magic, terror, joy, gar-
lic, flowers, spells. It’s an awareness that witches and gypsies were the original 
guerrillas and resistance fighters against oppression – particularly the oppres-
sion of women down through the ages. Witches have always been women who 
dared to be: groovy, courageous, aggressive, intelligent, nonconformist, explor-
ative, curious, independent, sexually liberated, revolutionary. 
Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy Hell (WITCH) manifesto, 1968, 
reproduced in Drawing Down the Moon,  
Margot Adler (1997)

They bowed to no man, being the living remnant of the oldest culture of all – one 
in which men and woman were equal sharers in a truly cooperative society before 
death-dealing sexual, economic, and spiritual oppression of the Imperialist Phal-
lic Society took over and began to destroy nature and human society. 
“Spooking the patriarchy” in The Politics of Women’s Spirituality: Essays on the Rise 
of Spiritual Power Within the Feminist Movement, 
Charlene Spretnal (ed.) (1982)

Around 1968, the “action wing” of New York Radical Women formed, and they 
chose a striking new name: WITCH ... WITCH’s members hexed the Chase Man-
hattan bank, and invaded the Bride Fair at Madison Square Garden dressed as 
witches. Despite the disjunction between self and role implied by such flagrant 
theatricality, WITCH also inaugurated many of the myths of witchcraft which have 
become central to many radical feminists and most modern witches. 
The Witch in History: Early Modern and Twentieth-Century Representations, 
Diane Purkiss (1996)

W.I.T.C.H
Women’s International 
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When the Sociology Department of [University of] Chicago fired a radical feminist professor 
in 1969, the department was showered with hair-cuttings and nail-clippings by local Chicago 
witches [...] 
On Hallowe’en the year before, a coven of wand-waving, masked and costumed New York 
witches converged on Wall Street on the stroke of noon “to pit their ancient magic against the 
evil powers of the Financial District – the centre of the Imperialist Phallic Society”.
First they danced to the Federal Reserve Treasury Bank led by a high priestess carrying a 
papier-mâché pig’s head on a golden platter. On the steps of the building they surrounded the 
statue of George Washington and got told off for defacing the “father of our Country” with 
WITCH stickers by Nixon campaigners who did not understand “that this was a necessary 
ritual against a symbol of patriarchal, slave holding power”. 
They proceeded to the New York Stock Exchange where they told the guards that had an  
appointment with the “Chief Executor of Wall Street himself – the Boss, Satan”. Failing to gain 
entry (though managing to cause the guards’ phone to go unaccountably dead), the witches 
formed a sacred circle, closed their eyes and, before hundreds of fascinated onlookers, began a 
chant proclaiming the coming demise of various stocks. 
Embracing the Witch and the Goddess, Kathryn Rountree (2004)

We in WITCH always meant to do the real research, to read the anthropological, religious and 
mythographic studies on the subject – but we never got around to it. We were too busy doing 
actions. We also meant to have more consciousness-raising meetings – but we were too busy 
doing actions. We meant to write some papers of theory and analysis – but we were  
too busy doing actions. 
Going Too far: The Personal Chronicle of a Feminist, Robin Morgan (1978)

We were told that, “you may not be a witch alone”, in Gardnerian witchcraft at any rate. If you 
were a woman, you had to find a man to initiate you before you could become a witch; and then 
you had to find a man to work with before you could practise. So when stories of all women 
covens started to filter through from the USA, the reaction of male witches in Britain  
was (and I quote one of them), “We don’t want to have anything to do with them.  
They’re a load of lesbians.” 
The Rebirth of Witchcraft, Doreen Valionte (1989)





Most forms of neopaganism emphasize either women’s roles or gender equality. 
New Age, Neopagan, and New Religious Movements: Alternative Spirituality in  
Contemporary America,  
Hugh B. Urban (2015)

Feminist Jews and Christians share a sisterhood with members of a third  
category of feminist spiritual seekers, a pagan path within the feminist  
spirituality movement. I belong to this third group and we call ourselves  
Feminist Wiccans, or Feminist Witches. 
Hidden Circles in the Web: Feminist Wicca, Occult Knowledge and Process Thought, 
Constance Wise (2008)

In the early seventies, I lived in Venice, a section of Los Angeles that at  
that time was a strong community of many artists, writers, political activists, and  
generally eccentric characters. I had become deeply involved with the women’s  
movement and identified myself as a feminist. To me, there seemed to be natural  
connection between a movement to empower women and spiritual tradition based 
on the Goddess. 
The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess, 
 (preface to the tenth-anniversary edition)  
Starhawk (1979)

One of the most important reasons – though surely not the only reason – for the 
success of neopaganism in the United States has been its close association 
with two other social and political movements: feminism and environmental-
ism. Neopaganism entered the United States in a huge way in the 1960s, at the 
height of the American counterculture movement, amid the rise of new forms of 
feminism and a new environmental awareness. 
New Age, Neopagan, and New Religious Movements: Alternative Spirituality  
in Contemporary America,  
Hugh B. Urban (2015)

THE NEOPAGAN GODDESS
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When we ask the questions, “What is femaleness? What is maleness?” we are 
stating our willingness to change in ways that may seem frightening, for our  
conditioning to experience our gender in culturally determined ways runs very 
deep and in a primary way determines how we experience ourselves. But witches 
have a saying: “Where there’s fear, there’s power.” In opening these questions, we 
may encounter new aspects of ourselves that liberate our power from within. 
The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess, (preface to 
the tenth anniversary edition) Starhawk (1979)

The feminist religion of the future is presently being formed. Those of us who are 
involved in this re-formation must look closely at the cultural context in which our 
own ideas about religion were formed, and examine the many regressive 
 tendencies present in society today. Otherwise, the new incarnation of the  
Goddess will be subtly molded on the very forms we are trying to transcend. 
(Starhawk,1979)

The purpose of ritual is to change the mind of the human being. It’s a sacred 
drama in which you are the audience as well as the participant, and the purpose of 
it is to activate parts of the mind that are not activated by everyday activity. 
Drawing Down the Moon, Margot Adler (1979)
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