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Matthew Phillpott


Theme Question: How does the chronology of the rise and fall of witchcraft persecution and belief problematise prevailing accounts of the period as an era of ‘disenchantment’? Are the mentalities which drove witch hunts present in the modern world?

Core reading: S. Clark 'Inversion, misrule and the meaning of witchcraft' Past and Present 87 (1980), 98-127 [JSTOR].
In the week before I split the class into three groups to study different topics;

1. Learned belief in witchcraft (demonology).

2. Popular belief in witchcraft.

3. How a witchtrail and hunt was conducted.

1. Article by S. Clark.  

· What is the theory Clark suggests?

· World-view

· Out-groups

· What was the rationale?  Acceptance of evil.

· Linguistic connections? – part of coherent universe of discourse?

· Invertion of the world?  Extremes.

· Fear of misrule and disorder

· Classical and medieval inheritance?  Plato and Aristotle endorsed theories of opposites.

2. Report/discuss from groups; one at a time.

· Witchtrial.

· Popular.

· Demonologist/Learned.

1. What seems to have convinced witchcraft systematisers (‘demonologists’) that witches had maleficent powers, had renounced God, and worshipped the devil? 

2. Why was the ‘learned stereotype’ of the witch not universally accepted? 

3. What should we imagine as the impact of these demonological treatises upon the prosecuting magistrates and governing élites of Europe? 

4. What difference, if any, did the protestant reformation make to the reality of these propositions? 
5. When, and why, did these views cease to be convincing?
· Stricter laws – harder to prove witchcraft.

· Lower success rate lead to less accusations.

· Why was there a difference between learned and popular roles of witches?  Was this to do with different purposes?

· Gender issues – women more often accused than men.  Why?

· Invention of witch characteristics?

· Purpose witches played in society.  Why blame black magic rather than ‘rational’ explanations?

3. What was the impact of demonological treatises upon the prosecuting magistrated and governing elites of Europe?

· HANDOUT: the two primary sources; 

George Gifford, A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraftes (London, 1593)

Jean Bodin, De La Demonomanie des Sorciers (Paris, 1580)

i. Give the class time to read through them if they haven’t already.

ii. Describe to the class a brief biography of the two authors.

iii. Discuss the reasons why such learned views of witches were not generally accepted.

4. Discuss Theme Question
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