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One day in the early decades of the seventeenth century, a farmhand

and a shepherd in Rheden, a village north-east of Arnhem in the

Dutch province of Gelderland, performed divination by sieve and

shears. They let their contraption turn around while naming the

women of Rheden one by one by their name and nickname. Whoever

was named when the sieve turned and came to a full stop was proven

to be able to bewitch. In this way they discovered that every woman

in the village qualified as a witch, with the exception of three. This

caused quite a stir and the two men were heavily fined.1

This brief event has come down to us in an account of fines, which

is not the most usual source for studying early modern witchcraft.

Together with witnesses’ depositions, the reports of trials against

cunning folk and slander cases, entries of fines for slandering never-

theless contain a wealth of information that is vital for an under-

standing of the topic, especially its gendering. The introductory

example stems from one province of the Republic of the United

Netherlands. It is not atypical and other more or less similar cases can

be found all over Europe right into the twentieth century.2 What is

worth pointing out is that the incident occurred at a time when witch

burnings had ceased in the Netherlands, while elsewhere, in nearby

German lands and in the Spanish Netherlands, the pyres were still
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burning. But the absence of criminal prosecutions of maleficent witches

in the Republic does not by itself explain the existence of slander fines

and suits; by slander trials people had in fact attempted to clear their

name and to regain their honour right through the period of the

prosecutions. There existed thus an underlying culture of witchcraft

accusations whose importance has been seriously underestimated.

The example represents only one of a number of social constel-

lations in which witchcraft accusations could occur. Nevertheless it

shows the normal reaction to bewitchments. To counteract a witch-

craft spell, sufferers had to find a human cause and the turning of the

sieve and the shears was one of the trusted ways to do so.3 Most of

the time the cause turned out to be female. When witch-doctors were

consulted as experts (they could be men as well as women), they may

have mentioned ‘evil folk’ in general, but in practice they looked for

women and any woman could qualify. The main question I will try to

answer in this paper is, why were women singled out as the per-

petrators of bewitchments, both in everyday life and in criminal trials?

I do not pretend to provide the final solution and can only contribute

some considerations towards it. In the search for answers, I will assess

recent witchcraft literature critically and refer to a few other archival

examples from the Netherlands.

The Dutch case is of specific interest for a general discussion about

witchcraft and gender not because it is exceptional or because it could

be regarded as an ‘anomaly’,4 but rather because it fits neatly into the

European patterns. Robin Briggs has recently pointed to the reluc-

tance of ‘many writers’ to consider non-English material, which in his

view has ‘encouraged an error of perspective’ in the question of the

numerical relation between witches and women. These writers assume,

according to Briggs, that the situation in England and New England,

with its ‘overwhelming predominance of female suspects’ and its ‘low

rates of persecution’, was typical for the whole of Europe and the

colonised parts of America, whereas the specific quantitative com-

bination of women and trials was only to be found in countries like

Hungary, Denmark and England.5 Although ostensibly underlining

the difference between the central and the peripheral areas of witch

persecution, Briggs also indicates a common pattern that seems to

apply to the Netherlands. Olwen Hufton has observed the same kind

of similarity between England and the Netherlands, for instance in

respect of the lack of torture in both countries. This should have

resulted in ‘a simpler, more prosaic witch; one who could not fly or
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mysteriously transport herself to a hidden place for a coven or

witches’ sabbath’.6 If one follows Christina Larner, however, ‘Holland’

should be classified alongside Sweden, the Basque country and New

England because of its ‘serious isolated outbreaks’.7 It shows that,

regardless of whose portrayal most matches the past as we know it,

‘the Dutch variant’ (as Gijswijt-Hofstra termed it)8 was not uncom-

mon and is relevant to a debate with a much wider geographical

scope. But before we can turn to more Dutch witchcraft material,

we have to consider the theoretical implications of the gendering of

witchcraft.

‘Witchcraft was not sex-specific but it was sex-related’, according

to a much quoted statement by Christina Larner.9 Since it is prob-

lematic in several ways, this can serve as a useful starting point for a

discussion about witchcraft and gender.10 To summarise: there are

some inconsistencies in Larner’s thesis and her conclusions are often

quoted out of context. Both problems have contributed to an (inten-

tional) misunderstanding between (predominantly male) witchcraft

scholars and feminist witchcraft theorists, with the result that a

feminist approach has not been sufficiently integrated into witchcraft

research. The central aim of this research is (or at least should be) to

discover how the overall male hegemony11 and subsequently the

subordination of women in European and North American society

was (and sometimes still is) articulated through witchcraft discourse.

I will argue that this is less a matter of evidence than of interpretation.

This is not to advocate writing history without archival substan-

tiation. Feminist witchcraft theory would certainly profit from show-

ing more awareness of the developments and failures in the empirical

dimension of witchcraft research. But it is necessary to acknowledge

the almost complete absence of any connection between arguments

and evidence on both sides of the debate on women and witches.

While the historical events staged in this debate may be irrefutable

(discounting sheer nonsense, of course) and while interpretive pos-

itions may be of great value, together they often do not add up.

By outlining my argument in terms of an opposition between male

research and female thinking I am taking an extreme position. Espec-

ially in the context of the recent upsurge in serious archival research

by women witchcraft scholars,12 the opposition is as much a distortion

of the whole field of historical witchcraft studies as, for instance, the

view that men are more interested in the judicial aspects of witch trials

and their links to the economy and state formation, whereas women
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pay more attention to socially sympathic micro-history. Larner’s work

is one of those instances that contradict the latter divide. The explan-

ation for this could be simple, however. As some feminists would claim,

she may have been too much influenced by ‘androcentric methods

of analysis’.13 Notwithstanding these reservations, I want to maintain

the opposition, since the theoretical feminist approach is the most

marked distinction between male and female witchcraft researchers.

At the end of her book, after having contemplated the ‘sex-specific’

elements of the trials, Larner found the differences between witch

hunting and women hunting more significant than their similarities;

‘the link is indirect and the two cannot be completely identified’.14

Since the notion of women hunting is rather ahistorical (no society

hunted women per se), the stress on witch-hunts as witch hunts

seems to be reasonable and avoids the hodiecentrism that lurks so

much in present-day feminist writing. For the equation of witch hunt-

ing with women hunting ultimately negates witchcraft; it originated

from the disbelief in witchcraft. If witchcraft was a nonexistent crime

and witch trials the ‘massive killing of innocent people’,15 the argu-

ment goes, then the reasons for accusations and prosecutions must lie

elsewhere, preferably in the gender of the people so falsely suspected.

If, on the other hand, it is accepted that witchcraft was a reality for

those involved, then gender can easily become a tautology. Although

the question ‘Is witch hunting woman hunting?’ seems an obvious

one to ask, by separating gender from crime it confuses rather than

clarifies understanding.

Behind Larner’s differentiation lies another one between the witch

stereotype and witch ‘hunting’. While she found the stereotype

defined by femaleness, she considered the practice of criminal pros-

ecution to be concentrated on witches and not on women. Thus the

latter was only ‘sex-related’. As she phrased it herself: ‘Witches were

hunted in the first place as witches’. This contrast between actual

witches and stereotypical women is artificial. The power of stereo-

types, witch stereotypes included, lies chiefly in their application. As

part of people’s repertoires they only make sense when they are made

manifest, when they are situated in particular circumstances. In spite

of all the stress Larner put on the indigenous ‘rationality’ of witch-

craft, at this particular point she failed to recognise the priority of

praxis. In Marianne Hester’s words: ‘What Larner does not allow for,

however, is the material implication of such beliefs’.16 It is therefore

essential to look at the production of historical witches and to take
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into account the different types of settings in which women (and men)

were turned into witches.

If the witch–woman opposition is recognised as a historian’s

construct, it can subsequently be abandoned. The alternative has also

been offered by Larner when she remarked that ‘all women are

potential witches’. This line of thought seems much more fruitful to

pursue although Larner herself hesitated to follow it to its radical

conclusion. The question why so many women were accused of

witchcraft should thus be rephrased as a question: What transformed

a woman from a potential into an actual witch, into ‘the stereotypical

opposite of the good wife’?17 As this opposition implied not merely

bad wives, but irredeemable, anomalous women, the question should

finally run as follows: When and how was a woman turned into her

contrast, into a non-woman?

Feminist witchcraft theory provides an important part of the

answer but it is often criticised for having neglected archival sources.

Feminist historians are by no means missing from this chorus of

disapproval.18 ‘Much of this work has not relied on empirical evi-

dence’, Olwen Hufton conceded.19 This is particularly serious

because it has provided the opponents with an excuse for ridiculing

feminist theories or for ignoring gender issues altogether. It is indeed

frustrating to read Anne Barstow referring to having ‘searched the

European records’, when there is no indication that she ever visited

an archive.20 It is also true that Hester’s bold assertions are only based

on published source material. Diane Purkiss, to mention another

example, even scorns serial research.21 And there is also the pre-

dicament that none of the three authors is a historian in the first place.

But, I would argue, lack of primary research is only half the story.

After all, Merry Wiesner as well as Olwen Hufton, both historians of

considerable reputation, based their overviews also on selected

secondary material, neglecting, for instance, German publications in

the process. The reception of Larner’s work, to which I will return

below, shows that historical evidence mainly served to illustrate pre-

ordained positions anyhow. As a reviewer remarked about Hester’s

book: it ‘will offend male historians with its seemingly global attack

on the “male supremacist society” and the “male sexuality”, which

are seen as means of controlling women sexually in the interest of

men’.22 For some witchcraft researchers, to accept patriarchy in the

past seems tantamount to accepting that it continues today. Would

that imperil their own identity?
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Most of the adversaries of feminist witchcraft theory fail to appre-

ciate that its predicaments are related to the reception of academic

work and that they are in fact criticising their predecessors. Feminists

have often adapted popularised relicts of former male witchcraft

research uncritically. Especially male demonologists like the alleged

authors of the Malleus Malificarum (it was solely Kramer’s work)

rank high in feminist quoting, which also means that Kramer’s way of

thinking was copied inadvertently.23 The notion of the witch as victim

is directly derived from the nineteenth-century view.24 Equally the

images of witches as midwives, healers, adherents of pre-christian

cults, or secret revolutionaries can all be located in male witchcraft

historiography before having been taken up by feminists. In this

sense, the theorists looked backwards instead of setting out directives

for new and creative approaches. A revealing example is to be found

in the reactions to Clarke Garret’s article in Signs, in which he intro-

duced the anthropological concept of ‘feminine space’ in witchcraft

studies. In this way he followed Thomas and Macfarlane by shifting

the focus from witch hunts to witchcraft.25 One of Garret’s critics,

Claudia Honegger, countered that the ‘notion of feminine space

cannot help us to distinguish between the fourteenth century, when

there were almost no witch persecutions, and the end of the sixteenth

century, when the craze was reaching its climax’. Like historians

before the anthropological turn, she was mainly interested in the

prosecutions, ‘the massacre of thousands and thousands of women’

and ‘the oppression of nature’. The ‘fears and fantasies of rural popu-

lations were not the main source of the phenomenon’, she assured,

repeating Norman Cohn.26

Nevertheless, the powers of church and state, even when not

overestimated, are insufficient to account for the patchy temporal and

geographical distribution of the witch trials. Patriarchal pressure in

general presupposes a widespread and almost unchanging phenom-

enon. While economic trends and climatological influences may

explain some of the occurrence of the trials in time,27 and while

judicial organisations and political struggles may clarify some of the

differences between regions and countries, the inference that patri-

archy is thus superfluous in any explanation is too far-fetched. Witch-

craft accusations on the local level, on the other hand, do display a

more or less continuous presence and can therefore furnish a clearer

mechanism through which male authority manifested itself. Though

in some areas men were also at risk to be socially constructed as
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witches, as I will show, their witchcraft was usually of a different, less

malevolent kind and hardly susceptible to prosecution.

The ‘heartland of the witchcraze’ is to be found in Germany and

adjacent French regions such as the Duchy of Lorraine.28 Anglo-

Saxon writers who ignore this do so at their peril, particularly when

they also miss out on important recent advances in continental

witchcraft research. North Americans, in addition, can be at a loss

with European regionalism. But the argument that the neglect of

continental research has resulted in an underrepresentation of male

witches is, in my opinion, debatable. The trial statistics have been

freely available, if not through Larner’s writings then through other

authors.29 Pointing to continental cases in which men constituted

twenty per cent or more of the condemned merely serves as an excuse

to ignore gender issues, those concerning male witch-stereotypes as

well. It also reveals more a wish to refute the feminist position than a

new understanding of past meanings and motives. Thus it should

rather be asked why the making of the male witch is as neglected as

his female counterpart.30 One possible answer is that women his-

torians spent more energy on empathising with neglected women of

the past than on the femininity or masculinity of these women. If this

is the case, it suffices to state that the ‘vast majority’ of those pros-

ecuted as witches were women.31 Apparently matters of quantity are

still persuasive on the political agenda.

Trial statistics are first and foremost a means of rationalising an

irrational phenomenon. As such they are only useful in the initial

stages of a discussion, as a preliminary mediation between historical

understanding and present-day presentation. To focus on them exclu-

sively can easily lead to a neglect of more relevant features. As Carol

Karlsen remarked about New England: ‘Statistics can establish the

extent to which New Englanders considered witchcraft the special

province of women, but they cannot convey the vindictiveness that

characterized the treatment of female suspects’.32 Moreover, they

obscure issues of contested gender attributes. Counting women is

misleading precisely because they were accused of behaving as non-

women, of failing to adhere to the social norm of femininity.

Larner’s ‘neat distinction’ (as Hufton labelled it)33 between the

‘sex specific’ and ‘sex related’ interpretation of witchcraft prosecution

has become popular among opponents of feminist views. Using the

contrast as a starting point, some of them have reached questionable

conclusions, as if they needed to steer clear from the obvious. Brian
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Levack, for instance, remarked: ‘There was nothing in the definition

of a witch that excluded males’.34 This supposes an improbable gen-

der neutral frame that could be turned either way. In the same vein,

the Dutch historian Pieter Spierenburg described the witch stereo-

type as a ‘fatal spin-off’ from the prosecutions which ‘can not be

explained by the changes in the male–female relationships’.35 The

statistical basis of Larner’s distinction is undoubtedly one of the reasons

for her appeal to non-feminist writers. But more important, I would

suggest, is that as a woman she seemingly expressed non-feminist

arguments. Dividing your enemy is a proven strategy in warfare and

Larner has been instrumentalised by many male historians for their

own ends. Consequently, she is quoted very selectively. For example,

her statement ‘women are feared as a source of disorder in patriarchal

society’ appears on the following page to her much quoted sentence

above, yet it is rarely referred to. The same applies to her observation

that ‘witch-hunting is woman-hunting or at least it is the hunting of

women who do not fulfil the male view of how women ought to

conduct themselves’.36

The debate is also carried on at a qualitative level. Clearly stung by

the feminist critique, several English witchcraft researchers have

launched a counter-attack asserting that women were less the victims

of male oppression than the perpetrators of witchcraft accusations

since it was mainly women who blamed other women. The devel-

opment of this kind of anti-feminist argument is clearly seen in the

recent publications of Jim Sharpe. In a 1990 review of Larner’s

Witchcraft and Religion he still ignored gender issues altogether.37 A

year later he described (rather unoriginally) witches as operating in a

‘complex zone of female power’, ‘within the female domain’, ‘a

female social context’, ‘female social space’, or ‘the female sphere’.38

Having thus neglected male authority, he elaborated his argument a

few years later by asserting ‘a distinctive female contribution to the

prosecution of witches’, which would discourage an interpretation in

terms of ‘the oppression of women by a male-dominated legal sys-

tem’. Sharpe is at his most extreme when he regards the incidence of

women speaking up defiantly in court and cursing their executioner

as a failure of male hegemony.39 In his book, finally, Sharpe acknow-

ledges the existence of ‘a male-dominated society’, of ‘a social and

cultural framework whose values may well ultimately have been

patriarchal’. But he discards it in the same breath, as in his view the

framework ‘left ample room for women to interact, to argue, to come
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to friction with each other, to develop and to follow their own social

strategies’. Witchcraft accusations thus remain ‘a struggle between

women for the control of female social space’. When, as an after-

thought, he remarks that most of the cunning folk (in their role as

professional ‘popular’ accusers) were men and that there is thus the

possibility (but not more than that) of a ‘popular misogyny’, he

again portrays patriarchy as abundant.40

In contrast to Sharpe, Clive Holmes took careful account of the

contexts of women participating in the persecution of other women.

He thus arrived at the likely conclusion that ‘the machinery in which

(female witnesses) became involved, often at the instigation of men,

was created, controlled, and ultimately discarded by the magisterial

and clerical élite’. But he remained ambiguous about the importance

of ‘gender’ and ‘misogyny’ as ‘key categories’.41

Larner had already offered an explanation for women’s involve-

ment in the accusation of other women. This was, she wrote, ‘because

women who conformed to the male image of them felt threatened by

any identification with those who did not’.42 In a slightly elaborated

version, Anne Barstow echoed this: ‘women … sometimes try to

outdo their oppressors in scorning persons perceived as outsiders, in

hope of being accepted, or tolerated, themselves’.43 Hufton perhaps

approached the concept of domain the closest as she suggested that

women ‘in some cases saw the alleged witch as a poacher on their

territory, threatening their precarious livelihood or taking an unfair

share of the frail charitable or other pickings of the village’.44 Lyndal

Roper, concentrating on childbirth as an implicit female event,

sought to understand the conflict between women as a social safety-

valve of the individual psyche; the ‘intolerable feelings’ of the accus-

ing woman were projected on to the witch in case of misfortune.45

The deliberations and specifications of these authors, however, were

hardly taken up in the discussion. Somewhat in accordance with

Sharpe, Diane Purkiss denounced arguments which posited ‘a

simplistic opposition between patriarchy and femininity’.46 For

Elspeth Whitney, the author of a rather undifferentiated overview of

English works on witch prosecution and gender, it is ‘a commonplace

of women’s history that “patriarchy divides women,” that is, patri-

archy functions so as to encourage women to enforce patriarchal

norms against other women in order to strengthen their own

precarious positions in that order’.47 Briggs merely thought the

prevalence of patriarchal norms ‘very hard to test’.48 Of course he has
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a point as far as it is not a matter of testing but of interpreting (how

does one test the historian’s explanations?). Extra evidence is hardly

needed.

Self-accusation, as the next logical step from conflicts between

women, is of course so blatantly produced by patriarchal constraints

that Sharpe disregarded it totally. Yet extreme circumstances, void of

even the meagre prospects open to early modern women, could lead

to women naming themselves as a witch.49 Since in most European

legal systems self-accusation (called ‘confession’) was the only sure

and acceptable evidence of the crime of witchcraft (here: a pact with

the devil), all the other characteristics and findings being only indi-

cations, male force was applied to elicit it.50 Some women, however,

confessed voluntarily, using the demonological language provided to

pass judgement on themselves as ‘“bad” mothers, “bad” wives, and

“bad” neighbours’.51 Cynically speaking, torture was also one of the

few occasions in which women exercised male power to implicate

other people of witchcraft.52 As in cases of possession, the naming of

unlikely witches who did not correspond to the current stereotype

contributed to distrust of the denunciations and thus to the end of

the trials. This takes us back to the Dutch case.

Dutch witchcraft research suffers from a contradiction. As has

often been noted, witchcraft prosecution was relatively lenient and

came to an early end in the decades around 1600. Yet the percentage

of women among the persecuted was extremely high, close to 100 per

cent. Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra has denied that this is a paradox:

‘Would it not be plausible to suggest, that, given a belief in the

possibility of bewitchments, those who were most concerned with

these matters ran more risk of being suspected of witchcraft if any-

thing went wrong?’53 As this implies a preoccupation with witchcraft

within the female domain, it does not really explain witch pros-

ecutions and by its inconclusiveness this remark offers little incentive

to engage in the problem of the gendering of witchcraft, still so sorely

neglected by Dutch academics.54

The discrepancies in the presentations of Dutch witchcraft pros-

ecution derive at least partly from the different emphases in Dutch

witchcraft historiography. Confusion also arises from the changing

political borders of the Netherlands. The best-known mass trial, for

instance, occurred in Roermond in 1613, within an area that at the

time was under Spanish rather than Dutch influence, which is why

Dutch researchers tend to disregard it when considering matters of
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intensity.55 But even without Roermond, the witch trials in the

northern Netherlands actually resemble those in the neighbouring

continental countries much more than those across the North Sea

and the Atlantic. In the Netherlands, witches were burned rather than

hanged, familiars were absent and cases of possession were rare (and

not always ascribed to witchcraft) – to name but the most striking

differences with English trials. Furthermore, the geographical and

temporal distribution of the trials constituted a seamless transition to

what transpired on the other side of the borders with the southern

Netherlands and the German lands.56 Dutch courts may have stopped

prosecuting witches before the next wave of trials hit the German

bishoprics in the 1620s and 1630s, but other German regions like

Bavaria and Bremen also experienced a sharp decline or even an end

to the prosecutions one generation earlier.57 Huge trials with over a

hundred victims may not have transpired in the northern Nether-

lands, but in the sixteenth century the concept of the witch sabbath,

with the accompanying mechanism of denunciations, elicited through

torture, was certainly present. Dutch witches may not have flown to

their sabbaths or even have preferred an individual pact with Satan,

but neither was the full demonological image prevalent everywhere in

Germany.58 The Netherlands, one can conclude, provide most of the

types of witches that were prevalent in Europe, regional particularities

notwithstanding.

Why female witches turned up more in Dutch witchcraft pros-

ecutions than, for instance, in some German trials is only one of many

possible questions to do with gender. These questions concern the

gender relations between accusers and accused as well as the gendered

domains of bewitching and unwitching. Moreover, they are not

restricted to the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when witches

could end up at the stake, but extend to the present times. The

advantage of working in a region with relatively few criminal witch

trials is that it affords more opportunity to look at material con-

cerning the manifestations of witchcraft rather than witch trials and

thus to gain insight into witchcraft discourse at a village level that has

hardly been infiltrated by demonological theories. This also brings

the Dutch male witches into focus.

Among the handful of men who ended their lives as witches on the

stake in the Netherlands was a criminal who had committed many a

theft, had threatened arson and was also rumoured to be a werewolf.

At his own request he underwent the water test. When he kept
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floating (which only hinted at his guilt) this apparently convinced him

to such an extent that he admitted to a flood of fantastic crimes.59

This specific type of criminal cum male witch has also been unearthed

in German lands. The comparison with Germany may help to explain

the small number of men involved in Dutch witch trials. Whereas

in Germany men could become implicated through the mechanism

of denunciation in mass trials which had gone out of control,60 the

few trials in the northern Netherlands of a similar structure were

invariably checked before they could yield many male suspects.

The contention that the existence of male witches, whatever the

quantity, undermines the image of the witch as a female figure

actually confuses the issue. Within a gendered society the idea of an

ungendered witch was unimaginable. A witch was either male or

female and a male witch stereotype will by its contrast have strength-

ened rather than weakened the female one. To comprehend this fully,

we have to realise that men could be classified under the female

stereotype and women under the male one. The first possibility has

already been noticed in witchcraft research. Men were often pros-

ecuted along with their wives or mothers; they were thus swept along

in the definition of hereditary female witchcraft.61

The line of approach I am advocating here at first separates ana-

lytically the gendered witchcraft stereotyping from the way the

different genders were perceived, only to reconnect the two later. In

my mind there is no doubt that the people involved could distinguish

men from women. They also, I contend, recognised (dependent on

the specific occasion) the traditional dominance of either male or

female stereotype (that is, when both were available in the cultural

repertoire), and applied it to both men and women. The whole

process of labelling suggests, of course, fairly strict gender norms and

certainly no bending of genders. The male and female domains were

fairly separated, at least in the early modern European countryside. It

also appears that gender was still taken into account when witchcraft

was ascribed to someone, even when the opposite witch stereotype

prevailed.

A case in point from the Netherlands is that of Folkert Dirks from

Hoogland in the province of Utrecht, who was executed at Utrecht

town in 1595. He was a man who had married into a line of women

witches.62 This alone would sufficiently explain why he was accused in

the first place. The bewitchments he was deemed to have perpetrated

were nevertheless partly situated in the male domain. Among the
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witnesses who testified against him was a woman who stated that

when he had visited her the previous summer, he had said about her

son ‘What a nice boy that is. God bless him’, a comment usually

attributed to female witches. But after he had made this remark, the

child had drowned. This was quite a peculiar way for children to die

when bewitched and it does only make sense when we realise that to

be able to get into the water, the boy would have escaped female

supervision and entered the outside male domain. Folkert was also

accused of having bewitched horses, whom he was then required to

bless together with all the other men of the neighbourhood; women

were absent here.63

If Folkert was drawn into witchcraft discourse because of his con-

jugal affiliation, the way people regarded his actions concerning the

boy and the horses was still determined by maleness, albeit in the

harmful sense (which in his case was probably transmitted through

the female line). Evil deeds could rank under the male definition of

witchcraft as well, though to a much lesser extent than when women

were involved. Half a century earlier another male inhabitant of

Hoogland, by the name of Lambert Pot, had been jailed after he had

blessed the animals he was said to have bewitched. In his defence he

declared the cause of his troubles to be slander and scandalmongering

by neighbours, who were jealous of him because he worked so hard

in his fields, saved his money and did not drink it away in the pub.

Lambert was only interrogated (not tortured, and eventually released)

and thus reveals a fairly clear picture of the male stereotype of the

profitable witch. This was by no means a positive figure. The stereo-

typical male witch was the epitome of individual gain and achievement

in a surrounding that valued the communal.

Under the pressure of an unrestrained judicial system that allowed

water tests and denunciations, however, stereotypical images could

waver and gender boundaries blur. In 1593 it was rumoured that

Lambert’s daughter Jannetje was a melcketoverster, who could churn

butter out of a ditch. Then insinuations were restricted to the male

sphere of the acquisition of profit. No allegation was made about the

disappearance of milk elsewhere, which was the harmful female

variant. Her witchcraft was also situated outside her hamlet, at the

Utrecht market where she was in conflict with a buyer of corn. Only

in the course of the 1595 prosecutions she was said (among others by

Folkert Dirks’s children who were submitted to trial along with their

father) to have caused harmful bewitchments of women and children.
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Of one of her sons it was said in turn that he boasted of being able to

tap milk from a willow.64

In the eastern regions of the Dutch Republic an ‘inexplicable

prosperity’ (as Heide Wunder termed it)65 was a constitutive part of

the male witch figure. Harmful male witchcraft was extremely rare.

The label of the profitable witch was attached to families defined by

the male line and included women as well. Contemporaries seem to

have differentiated between these women and those who conformed

to the female witch stereotype; the former were described by out-

landish names like motte in the case of Jannetje Pot and hexe in

seventeenth-century Drenthe cases.66 The male-designated female

witch was thus doubly designated as an outsider, as failing to sub-

scribe to ‘her culture’s model of virtuous womanhood’.67 In the west

of the Netherlands, in the province of Holland, male witches have not

been encountered and women were found to be accused of exercising

their evil powers over male-run business such as fishing. Possibly the

male stereotype was constricted to the more inland, partly self-sup-

porting agricultural areas, it was also to be found across the eastern

border.68 But a gender divide similar to the one in the east can be

noticed among those few men or women who had entered into a pact

with the devil (and who were never called witches or sorcerers, nor

accused of causing harm). Men did so as equal partners to the devil

and expected monetary gain, whereas women were regarded as hav-

ing been sexually subjected by him.69

Among others the devil can be read as symbolising male supremacy

over women (God’s counter-image was also the guardian of social

norms, the eternal dupe and the indicator of the amount of Christian

orthodoxy). Instead of eroding the femaleness of the witch stereotype

(as Larner surmised), he raised it to the level of male ideology. Locally

he may have played his part. But he hardly figured within everyday

witchcraft discourse, either in the Netherlands or elsewhere.70 Only in

very few Dutch slander depositions have I come across demono-

logically derived hearsay evidence. Thus in 1613 in Nederhemert

(near Nijmegen) there was talk about copulation with the devil and

about dancing cats on the dyke (the local variant of the sabbath;

the cat was the metaphor of sexually active women). As in this par-

ticular case the two elements were related by different witnesses, it

was clearly not a coherent tale for them. And because the place was

ranked a seigneury, which had almost certainly conducted witch

prosecutions before,71 demonological images will have filtered down
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and been adapted. The fully developed demonological witch concept,

as it occasionally manifested itself during torture sessions in the

Netherlands, did not contain flying witches (and in this way effect-

ively constricted the geographical range of a trial). Women confessed

to having gone to a ‘dance’ nearby, for instance at a local meadow.

Typically they appear to have done so in situations where local lords

tried to prove their judicial powers in disputes over legal competence

with regional high courts.72 The centripetal image of the sabbath-

visiting witch seems to have been produced in opposition to cen-

tralising tendencies, which in the Netherlands were restricted to the

regional level. Elsewhere in the Netherlands women only confessed

to having had sex with the devil, the prerequisite of any criminal witch

trial. But although this witch image conformed to its regional politi-

cal application, its initial basis (on which the demonological super-

structure was built and with which it could interact occasionally) was

provided for locally.

In the Netherlands, women’s potential prospect of becoming

stamped as a witch is apparent from the divination techniques with

sieve and shears or from the cunning folks’ advice to nail the first

woman to enter the victim’s house after certain identification rituals

had been performed. Since only a witch could undo her own spell,

her victim’s reaction to a blessing was considered conclusive. This was

the stereotype in action. It was known how a witch would behave

(and if not, there was always an annunciating neighbour or an expert

around to provide the necessary information), but at the same time,

the witch was always the other woman. Sure of their own good stand-

ing late sixteenth-century Dutch women thus quite happily took the

risk of blessing bewitched people. If it came to the worst, they could

always purge themselves before the court by having their friends and

relatives deliver a declaration of good conduct.73 Patriarchy protected

women who stuck to the norms. The making of the witch was a social

process and the ties a woman had within her community determined

whether an incidental accusation could stick. If poor, old and widowed

women figured prominently among prosecuted witches, it was not

only because as post-menopausal women they were likely witches, but

also because they had less access to the defence mechanisms present

in common law.

An example of the communal female blessing is found in the testi-

mony of Grietgen, the wife of Jan Henricxz, before the magistrates of

Amersfoort in 1593. She declared to have entered the house of Gerrit
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Have, where she found more women present. Then Gerrit’s wife said

to them: ‘You women, I am ill and I would like you to bless me’.

Thereupon the wife of Wulpher Jans (Willempje) said: ‘I shall be the

first one, if only I knew how to do this’. Grietgen answered her: ‘I

will prompt you’. When this was done and Willempje had repeated

the blessing, she had kept talking and laughing, to which Gerrit’s wife

had said: ‘Now her blessing won’t help me’. Grietgen then called

Willempje back and told her to bless the patient again and to leave

the house in silence so as to avoid any bad presumptions. Any tiny

breach in the ritual could arouse suspicion. A year and a half later

Maria Christiaens had been among the neighbours pronouncing a

blessing over the sick IJtgen Wouters. Maria had shaken the woman’s

hand upon leaving, whereupon the whole ritual had to be done

anew.74 Maria’s and Willempje’s unintended mistake suggested

another social blunder (i.e. witchcraft), produced on the communal

level. In this way the ritual confirmed the witch to have trespassed

normative boundaries and in the process her past behaviour was

reinterpreted.

The question ‘Is witch hunting woman hunting?’ cannot, accord-

ing to Uschi Bender-Wittmann, be rendered into research strategies,

as it invokes unjustifiable simplifications of complex historical pro-

cesses.75 Moreover, the focus on witch trials itself is full of pitfalls.

Although prosecutions offer a strong historical focal point, can capture

the historian’s imagination and feed the awareness of shame, they

distorted the initial local witch image, for instance by introducing the

devil into witchcraft discourse and by replacing magic with violence.

From an everyday point of view criminal trials produced odd

witches.76 This happened when most of the profit-making men were

left out, when socially vulnerable women were targeted and especially

when overzealous torturers were active, denunciations were admitted

and the range of usual suspects had become exhausted (which, among

others, raised the amount of men becoming involved). Of course

local opinion could adapt to demonological views (as demonology

incorporated concepts from some localities) and it would be careless

to write off such changes as a result of ‘elitist’ influences. But, how-

ever strong or weak mutual influences and interactions were, witches

were still mainly made locally. Or, we should at least differentiate

between witches produced locally and those unfortunates who only

required the label through judicial procedures which allowed for

denunciations as sufficient indication of devil-worship.
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Further differentiation should concern the specific kinds of bewitch-

ments and consider the different food-producing processes that were

hampered. It should concern the different victims: the men, women,

children or animals who were deemed to have been bewitched. We

should also make a distinction between individual and communal

calamities and pay attention to the gendered domains the bewitched

people or objects belonged to.77 Should it still be necessary to count

the ‘victims’ of the witch-trials, then at least this should be preceded

by qualitative categorising.

In early modern European society the option of witchcraft as a

convincing explanation of misfortune was generally available; it was

ingrained in people’s outlook by the language learned as a child.

Provisionally this society can be characterised as dependent on com-

munal values and neighbourly assistance but also one which recog-

nised individual households and gendered lineage. Religion helped to

justify witchcraft discourse and to keep it operative. It was the social

organisations and the ideas about community, however, that provided

the necessary conditions. On account of having to raise children and

manage households women were more attentive to interpersonal

behaviour and neighbourly conflict and thus more involved in witch-

craft accusations.78 The concept of female space as one of the main

settings of witchcraft accusations is surely important here. It expresses

woman’s place in the processes of production and reproduction.79

Conceptualised in this way, it demonstrates that it never was an

autonomous female space (as Sharpe and Purkiss imply); it was always

defined by male authority. Moreover, the concept has little explana-

tory value. When (harmful) witchcraft was a female characteristic and

when women were largely confined to their allotted places, it would

be surprising not to find many witchcraft cases set in there. It could

be more revealing to regard female space not only in relation to male

space but also in relation to (kinds of) household, to community, to

linage and to (changing) boundaries between public and private. A

witchcraft accusation, I would suggest, articulated the crossing of

male-designated boundaries rather than being restricted to a specific

female space. ‘When someone trespassed the threshold, then she

threatened illness’.80 This applied in the material as well as in the

temporal and metaphorical sense.

Whether the witch image was actually implemented, and to whom,

depended on a range of factors which historians are only beginning

to chart. We surely need more precise descriptions and analyses of the
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continuity and discontinuity of the various local or regional witchcraft

discourses and of the way they were embedded in social relations. We

also need to know more about the development of the charac-

terisation of witches within a community: how their behaviour was

classified as abnormal, how this predisposed them for the label ‘witch’

and, once applied, how the label attracted further elaborations of

their abnormality. Depositions of witnesses, slander trials, as well as

trials against cunning folk and trials against people who had

maltreated ‘witches’ are the obvious sources for this kind of investi-

gation. For the moment, I would like to point out that identification

procedures relied for a large part on chance. This may have been

slightly less the case with communal (though male- or female-

restricted) blessings than with techniques that were supposed to draw

the witch to her victim, but the latter were more popular. Because of

its haphazard and contingent nature an actual (but not necessarily

formal) witchcraft accusation was an ever lurking threat that could

strike a woman at any time. When it did, it corrupted her position as

neighbour (everyone within the household was usually safe for her)

and it transformed her role as giver of nutrition and life. The mere

possibility of losing her gender identity compelled her to comply with

patriarchal communal norms of womanhood, a transgression of which

made it only more probable to incite an accusation of witchcraft. In

economic and social terms women who conducted an independent

trade or owned their own land81 were more vulnerable and also those

who had moved to new communities82 (although in a virilocal society

every woman was deemed to change households upon marriage). But

in principle it sufficed to cross a boundary at the wrong moment. As

women were restricted in their actions anyhow, the likelihood of

becoming a witch was ever present.
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