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UNVEILING THE
SHADOWS:
WITCHCRAFT IN
EARLY MODERN
ENGLAND

The  history  of  early
modern  England  is
e t c h e d  w i t h
superstition,  religious
upheaval, and a deep-
seated  fear  of  the
supernatural.  Among
the  most  potent  and
chilling  manifestations
of  this  fear  was  the
widespread  belief  in
witchcraft.  Between
the  16th  and  18th
centuries,  accusations
of  witchcraft  swept
across  the  Engl ish

countryside  and  into
the bustling streets of
London, leaving a trail
of  trials,  executions,
and social devastation.
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
witchcraft  in  early
m o d e r n  E n g l a n d
requires  more  than  a
mere  recounting  of
hunts and hangings; it
d e m a n d s  a n
explorat ion  of  the
soc ia l ,  economic ,
religious,  and  legal
c u r r e n t s  t h a t
transformed  ordinary
people  into  accused
witches.  This  article
d e l v e s  i n t o  t h e
complex  tapestry  of
belief, persecution, and
human  tragedy  that
defined  this  dark
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chapter, revealing why
t h e  w i t c h  c r a z e
remains  a  subject  of
enduring  scholarly
fascination  and  moral
reflection.

THE INTELLECTUAL
AND RELIGIOUS
FOUNDATIONS OF
WITCH BELIEF

To  comprehend  the
intensity  of  the  witch
hunts,  one  must  first
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
worldview of the early
modern English person.
The universe was seen
as  a  battlefield
between God and  the
D e v i l ,  w h e r e
supernatural  forces
intervened  directly  in
human  affairs.
Witchcraft  was  not  a
harmless folk practice;
it was a diabolical pact
—  the  witch  willingly
sold her soul to Satan
i n  e x c h a n g e  f o r
malevolent power. This
theological  framework

was  cemented  by  the
P r o t e s t a n t
Reformation.  After
Henry  VIII  broke  with
Rome and the Church
o f  E n g l a n d  w a s
established,  religious
leaders  emphasized
the Devil’s  active role
in the world. Ministers
like  James  I  himself
condemned  witchcraft
as  a  betrayal  of  both
God and king.

The
Malleus
Maleficar
um and
Continent
al
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Influence
While  the  infamous
Malleus  Maleficarum
(Hammer  of  Witches)
was  a  German  text
from  1487,  its  ideas
filtered  into  English
t h o u g h t  t h r o u g h
t r a n s l a t i o n s  a n d
w r i t i n g s  b y
d e m o n o l o g i s t s .
However ,  Eng l i sh
witchcraft prosecutions
h a d  a  d i s t i n c t
character — they were
l e s s  r e l i a n t  o n
elaborate  demonology
and  more  focused  on
maleficium,  the  actual
c a u s i n g  o f  h a r m
through  magic.  Legal
thinkers  like  William
Perkins  and  Richard
B e r n a r d  s h a p e d
English  demonology,
arguing  that  even  a
pact  without  harm
could  be  punished  by
death. This intellectual
backdrop  justified  the

intense  scrutiny  of
neighbors,  especially
women,  who  were
suspected  of  magical
mischief.

THE LEGAL
FRAMEWORK: THE
WITCHCRAFT ACTS

Witchcraft  became  a
statutory  cr ime  in
England  through  a
series of Parliamentary
acts.  The  first,  the
Witchcraft  Act  of
1542 under Henry VIII,
made  witchcraft  a
felony  punishable  by
death  and  confiscation
of  property.  It  was
repealed  in  1547  but
f o l l o w e d  b y  t h e
Witchcraft  Act  of
1563 under Elizabeth I,
which  imposed  the
death  penalty  only  if
t he  w i t ch  caused
death;  lesser  harms
were  pun ished  by
imprisonment  or  the
pillory.  This  act  was
superseded by the far
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m o r e  s e v e r e
Witchcraft  Act  of
1604,  enacted  under
James  I.  It  reinstated
the  death  penalty  for
any  act  of  witchcraft,
including invocation of
evil  spirits,  and  for
making a pact with the
Devil,  regardless  of
whether harm resulted.
This  law  remained  in
force until 1736, when
it  was replaced by an
a c t  t h a t  m a d e
pretending  to  practice
witchcraft  a  f raud
crime  rather  than  a
penal offense.

The Role
of the
Courts
and

Judges
Witchcraft  cases  were
tried  in  local  assizes
and  quarter  sessions.
U n l i k e  o n  t h e
continent,  England did
not  use  widespread
torture  to  extract
confessions,  though
pressure  and  sleep
depr iva t ion  were
common. Judges,  such
as  Sir  Matthew  Hale,
who presided over the
f a m o u s  B u r y  S t .
Edmunds witch trial of
1662,  often  accepted
spectral  evidence  —
testimony  that  the
witch’s spirit appeared
to  the  v i c t im  i n  a
dream  or  vision.  This
reliance  on  subjective
e v i d e n c e  m a d e
convictions easier. Yet,
there  were  skeptics
too, like Reginald Scot,
w h o s e  b o o k  T h e
D i s c o v e r i e  o f
Witchcraft  (1584)
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argued  that  many
supposed witches were
merely  deluded  or
i n n o c e n t  e l d e r l y
w o m e n .  S c o t ’ s
rationalism,  however,
was a minority view in
an  age  o f  i n tense
belief.

WHO WERE THE
ACCUSED? THE
GENDER AND
SOCIAL DYNAMICS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  patterns  in
Engl ish  witchcraft
accusat ions  is  the
o v e r w h e l m i n g
targeting  of  women.
Approximately  80-90%
of those accused were
female,  and  among
those  executed,  the
proportion  was  even
higher.  These  women
were  often  elderly,
widowed,  poor ,  or
socially  marginalized.
They  were  the  village
scolds,  beggars,  or
those who lived alone

—  archetypes  that
invited  suspic ion.
When a crop failed,  a
cow died, a child fell ill,
or a storm damaged a
h a r v e s t ,  t h e
community  looked  for
a scapegoat. The witch
w a s  t h e  p e r f e c t
candidate, especially if
s h e  h a d  r e c e n t l y
q u a r r e l e d  w i t h  a
ne ighbor  o r  been
refused  charity.
This  aligns  with  the
m i d w i f e - w i t c h
stereotype  and  the
c o n c e p t  o f  t h e
"cunning  folk."  While
cunning  folk  (village
healers  who used folk
magic)  were  often
to lerated,  women
accused  of  witchcraft
w e r e  s e e n  a s
m a l e v o l e n t .  T h e
misogyny  of  the  era,
combined  with  the
biblical notion of Eve’s
w e a k n e s s ,  m a d e
w o m e n  m o r e
suscept ible  to  the
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Devil’s  temptations.
Moreover,  women’s
roles  in  the  domestic
sphere  —  preparing
food, caring for infants,
tending  livestock  —
provided  opportunities
for blame when things
went wrong.

NOTABLE
WITCHCRAFT
CASES AND
PANICS

While  England  never
reached  the  scale  of
the  European  witch
hunts  (which  kil led
tens  of  thousands),
several  panics  stand
out  as  horrific
examples  of  mass
hyster ia  and  legal
injustice.

The
Witchcraf

t Case of
the
Pendle
Witches
(1612)
In the forest of Pendle
in  Lancashire,  a  small
conflict  between  two
families  spiraled  into
one of England’s most
famous  witch  trials.
S p u r r e d  b y  a  g i r l
named  Jennet  Device,
who  testified  against
her  own  mother  and
grandmother,  twelve
people  were  accused.
Ten were found guilty
and  hanged,  including
the  elderly  Demdike
and Chattox. The case
w a s  e x t e n s i v e l y
documented  by  the
clerk  Thomas  Potts,
and  it  highlights  how
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community  feuds  and
t h e  t e s t i m o n y  o f
children  could  destroy
l i v e s .  J e n n e t ’ s
testimony, given when
she  was  around  nine,
w a s  a c c e p t e d  a s
credible,  a  rare  but
d o c u m e n t e d
phenomenon in English
witchcraft trials.

The
Witchfind
er
General:
Matthew
Hopkins
(1645–16

47)
During the English Civil
War, the breakdown of
cent ra l  author i ty
a l l owed  the  se l f -
p r o c l a i m e d
"Witchfinder  General"
Matthew  Hopkins  and
his  associate  John
Stearne  to  terrorize
East  Anglia.  Operating
without  formal  legal
mandate but with local
magistrates’  approval,
Hopkins used methods
of  sleep  deprivation
a n d  " s w i m m i n g "
(throwing  a  bound
suspect  into  water;  if
she  floated,  she  was
gu i l ty )  to  ext ract
confessions.  Between
1644  and  1647,  his
campaign sent  around
200  women  to  the
gallows, making it  the
deadliest witch hunt in
E n g l i s h  h i s t o r y .
Hopkins’s  greed  and
f a n a t i c i s m  w e r e



8

8 Witchcraft In Early Modern
England

2025-06-02

eventually  challenged,
but not before he left
an  indelible  mark  of
terror.  His  methods,
while  often  i l legal,
were tolerated because
of the deep-seated fear
of witchcraft.

The Bury
St.
Edmunds
Witch
Trial
(1662)
This  trial  involved  the
accusations  from  two
young  girls  against
Amy  Duny  and  Rose
Cullender.  The  girls
exhibited  fits  and
claimed  the  witches’
spirits tormented them.
Sir  Matthew  Hale,  a

respec ted  judge ,
allowed  the  spectral
ev idence  and  the
"touch test" (the victim
was  touched  by  the
accused,  and if  the fits
stopped,  it  proved
guilt).  Both  women
were hanged. The case
is  notable  because  it
happened  after  the
Restoration,  when
s k e p t i c i s m  w a s
g r o w i n g  a m o n g
intellectuals.  Even  the
physician  Sir  Thomas
Browne  testified  that
the  girls’  symptoms
matched  those  o f
demonic  possession.
This  trial  exemplifies
how even the educated
could  be  swayed  by
prevailing beliefs.

METHODS OF
DETECTION AND
THE TRIAL
PROCESS

Accusations  usually
b e g a n  w i t h i n  t h e
c o m m u n i t y  —  a
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neighbor’s  illness,  an
unexplained  death,  a
string  of  misfortunes.
The  accuser  would
s e e k  o u t  a  l o c a l
magistrate, who would
collect  testimonies.  If
sufficient  evidence
existed,  the  suspect
would be examined for
the  "witch’s  mark"  —
an extra nipple,  mole,
or  skin tag where the
Dev i l  supposed ly
suckled the witch. This
was  often  identified  by
panels of women, who
were themselves eager
to prove their piety by
d e n o u n c i n g  t h e
accused.
Prisons were filthy, and
many  accused  died
before trial.  If  brought
to court,  the trial  was
of ten  a  sham.  The
English  legal  system
a l l o w e d  a c c u s e d
w i t c h e s  n o  l e g a l
representation until the
18th century, and they
were  presumed  guilty

if  multiple  accusers
a p p e a r e d .  T h e
testimony  of  a  single
child  or  a  bedridden
victim  could  suffice.
Juries,  composed  of
local  men,  had  their
own  b i a ses .  On l y
occasional ly  did  a
judge like Sir John Holt
in the 1690s throw out
cases,  citing  lack  of
evidence.

THE DECLINE OF
THE WITCH HUNTS

B y  t h e  l a t e  1 7 t h
c e n t u r y ,  t h e
intellectual  tide  was
turning.  The  Scientific
Revolution, the rise of
empiricism,  and  the
philosophical  works  of
thinkers like John Locke
and  Thomas  Hobbes
promoted  a  worldview
less  dependent  on
s u p e r n a t u r a l
intervent ion.  The
English  witch  trials
after  1682  were  few
and  far  between.  The
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last  execut ion  for
witchcraft  in  England
w a s  t h a t  o f  A l i c e
Molland  in  Exeter  in
1684  (though  some
sources  dispute  this).
B y  t h e  t i m e  t h e
Witchcraft  Act  was
repealed  in  1736,  the
educated  elite  had
largely  abandoned
be l ie f  in  demonic
magic, viewing it as a
superstit ion  of  the
ignorant  poor.
Yet,  the  decline  was
n o t  s o l e l y  d u e  t o
r a t i o n a l i s m .  T h e
Restoration  monarchy,
having seen the chaos
of the Civil War, sought
stability  and  order.
Witch  trials  disrupted
commun i t i es  and
brought  bad  publicity.
The  l ega l  sys tem
became more cautious
a b o u t  a c c e p t i n g
spectral evidence. The
last known trial was in
1717,  and  the  last
person  recorded  as

tried was Jane Wenham
in  1712 ,  who  was
c o n v i c t e d  b u t
pardoned.  Her  case
prompted  widespread
r i d i c u l e  f r o m
intellectuals,  signaling
the  new  skepticism.

THE SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL LEGACY

The  shadow  of  the
witch  hunts  extends
into our own time. The
concept of "witch-hunt"
h a s  b e c o m e  a
metaphor  for  unjust
persecution.  Scholars
t o d a y  s t u d y  t h e
phenomenon  through
m u l t i p l e  l e n s e s :
feminist historians see
the hunts as a form of
gendered  violence,
soc ia l  h i s to r i ans
highlight the economic
tens ions  o f  a  pre-
industrial  society,  and
l e g a l  h i s t o r i a n s
examine the evolution
of evidence standards.
The accused women of
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early  modern  England
are often remembered
a s  m a r t y r s  t o
misogyny, their stories
cautionary tales about
the dangers of fear and
superstition.
Moreover, the image of
the  witch  has  been
reclaimed  in  modern
culture — from cunning
woman  to  powerful
symbo l  o f  f ema le
independence.  This
transformation  shows
how  historical  trauma
can  be  reinterpreted.
Y e t ,  w e  m u s t  n o t
romanticize  the  past.
The  real  women  —
Alice  Nutter,  Mother
Shipton,  El izabeth
Clarke  —  were  not
fairy-tale  witches  but
real  people  destroyed
by neighbors and legal
s y s t e m s .  T h e i r
suffering  is  the  core
t r u t h  b e h i n d  t h e
history of witchcraft in
early modern England.

CONCLUSION

Witchcraft  in  early
modern England was a
complex nexus of fear,
religion, law, and social
prejudice. It  thrived in
a  w o r l d  w h e r e
e x p l a n a t i o n s  f o r
misfortune  were  few,
where  women  were
seen as morally weak,
and  where  the  Devil
was as real as the king.
T h e  t r i a l s  a n d
executions  reveal  a
soc ie ty  d r i ven  to
extreme  measures  by
a n x i e t y  a n d
uncertainty. As we look
back  from  a  modern
vantage point, we can
see  the  echoes  o f
those  hunts  in  later
p e r s e c u t i o n s  o f
minorities, scapegoats,
and the powerless. The
story  of  the  English
witch  is  not  merely
a b o u t  t h e
supernatural ;  i t  is
about the very human
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tendency to blame, to
hate,  and  to  control.
Learning  this  history
helps  guard  against
the  same  mistakes,
reminding  us  of  the
fragility of justice in the
face  of  widespread

hysteria.  In  the  end,
the most chilling lesson
from the early modern
witch hunts is not the
power  of  magic,  but
the power of  belief  to
blind us to reason and
compassion.


