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Francisco Goya, The Witches’ Sabbath, 1797-1798,
Museo Lazaro Galdiano
(Wikimedia Commons, Google Art Project).
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by FEDERICA RE DAVID

t a certain point in European his-

tory, thousands of women came to

embody the face of evil. A famine

would be all that it took, or a dis-

ease, or a sudden storm. Or, if the
woman happened to be a widow, lived alone,
who perhaps knew something about medicinal
herbs, spoke too freely, or possessed a too inde-
pendent character. Thereafter, suspicion quickly
took shape, as surely the devil had a hand in it.
And the devil, more and more often, “spoke”
through a woman.

Witchcraft thus became where fear, supersti-
tion and social control converged. It was not
heresy in the strict sense of the word, nor was it
about theological dissent. Instead, it concerned
sin, which involved relationships with the devil,
infernal unions, and nocturnal flights to the
witches’ Sabbath. And, in the cultural construc-
tion of the West, this was a sin that gradually came
to assume a profoundly feminine character.

“In the Latin Vulgate of the Bible (fxodus
22:18)”, explains Marina Benedetti, Professor of
the History of Christianity and the Churches at
the University of Milan, “we read that maleficos (a
masculine plural that also includes women) must
notbe allowed to live. However, at a certain point,
the final vowel was altered, and the word became
exclusively feminine”. A detail that is only appar-
ently linguistic. “If even biblical authority can be
bent to a project of marginalising women and sup-
pressing their freedom, then we are dealing with
something far greater”.

That change of a single vowel tells a story span-
ning centuries, which amounts to the transforma-
tion of women into the devil's presumed accom-
plices. Thisis a history of control, enforced silence
and exemplary punishment, as in the case of Joan
of Arc.

In the Middle Ages, Benedetti recalls, women

lived in a condition of legalinferiority. “The Decre-
tum Gratiani, the foundational text of canon law,
states that women must not speak in public assem-
blies. Joan, however, spoke. She led armies, made
decisions and claimed her mission. They were un-
able to prove that she was a creature of the devil.
Her virginity protected her from that accusation.
So, they attacked her elsewhere. They condemned
her as a heretic and sent her to the stake. In prac-
tice, also because she wore men’s clothing”.

Between 1450 and 1750, the witch hunts spread
throughout Europe. A Latin text, in particular the
Malleus Maleficarum (The Hammer of Witches),
published in Germany in 1487 by two Dominican
friars Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger, fu-
elled superstition and persecution. The Church
never officially adopted the work (nor did it place
it on the Index), yet it went through thirty-four
editions, with more than 35,000 copies printed.
The title itself uses the feminine form maleficarum
(there again is the change of the vowel) because,
the text claims, woman were mas occasionatus (“a
defective male”) and, owing to her weakness and
inferior intellect, is especially inclined to yield to
Satan’s temptations. Witches are said to fly, have
sexual relations with demons, and raise storms
and cast spells. In short, they become the perfect
scapegoats for every kind of disaster. Public gos-
sip is therefore sufficient to bring them to trial,
while confessions may be extracted under torture.
In particular, the treatise recommends shaving the
entire body with a red-hot iron in search of the
stigma diaboli (the mark of the devil).

“Women”, Benedetti observes, “always pay
with their bodies”, Yet execution by burning had
too powerful an impact, “so much so that inquisi-
tors handed them over to the secular arm, to the
civil courts, in order to maintain public order and
make people accept the smell of burning flesh”.

Historians have offered different interpreta-
tions of the relationship between the bull Summis
Desiderantes Affectibus (Desiring with Supreme Ar-

17 DONNE CHIESA MONDO

tiratura:60000



20/07/2026
Pag. 18

Osservatore Romano

DONNE CHIESA MONDO

005779

dour), promulgated in 1484 by Pope Innocent VI-
11, and the Malleus Maleficarum, published three
years later. According to Marina Montesano, Pro-
fessor of Medieval History at the University of
Messina and author of Andare per i luoghi della stre-
goneria (Il Mulino), the papal bull is
“apparently a continuation of the
vein taken by documents through
which, over the previous two cen-
turies, the papacy had expressed its
concern about heresy and magical
practices”. Inreality, this represents a
turning point with far-reaching con-
sequences as the text contains no ex-
plicit reference to witchcraft, yet the
Pope’s accusations are expressed in
such radical terms that they depart
from the usual denunciations of
magical practices. Innocent’s bull
ratifies the work of the Dominican
inquisitors Jakob Sprenger and
Heinrich Krimer (known as Institor)
in what is now Austria; shortly after-
wards, those same Dominicans pub-
lished a work entitled Malleus”.

In a Europe where the witch hunts
claimed an estimated 50,000 victims
(the figures remain estimates because
many archives were later destroyed by fire) Ger-
many witnessed some of the bloodiest episodes.
Among them were the Wiirzburg witch trials in
Bavaria (1626-1631), which led to the execution of
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around goo people, approximately 8o per cent of
them women. The inquisitorial frenzy affected ev-
ery level of society, but it was ultimately public
outrage at the extension of the burnings to chil-
dren that brought it to an end. In Rome, the seat
of the papacy, there was never a witch hunt, and
no one was ever burned at the stake on charges of
witchcraft. Even one of Italy’s best-known witch
trials, that of Triora witch trials in Liguria
(1587-1589), ended without executions by fire.
Twenty women, accused of causing a famine that
had lasted for two years, were arrested and, under
torture, denounced others. Seventeen women
were sentenced to death. According to most histo-
rians, they were all eventually pardoned by the
Doge of Genoa. The alleged witches of Val Ca-
monica, however, did not escape. There, the
largest witch execution in Italian history took
place. In the early sixteenth century, sixty-seven
women and one man were burned at the stake be-
tween Brescia and the surrounding villages, ac-
cused of causing drought and disease. In 1518, as
the Protestant Reformation gathered momentum,
the persecution intensified, and a further eighty
people were burned to death.

The witch hunt crossed the Atlantic with the
Puritan Pilgrim Fathers and reached its climax in
1693 with the Salem witch trials in Massachusetts.
Everything began when Elizabeth Parris and Abi-
gail Williams, the daughter and niece of the local
minister, began displaying behaviour considered
inexplicable: “They crept into holes, crawled be-
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The Witch No. 1, lithograph depiciing the Salem witch
trials, 189s, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
Alongside: Foan of Arc at the Stake, 1886-1890,
Panthéon. (Both via Wikimedia Commeons.)

neath chairs and stools with strange contortions,
and uttered ridiculous, absurd and unintelligible
speeches”. After a physician suggested that they
were possessed by the devil, a chain of persecution
was unleashed. Under torture, young girls ac-
cused other women, and denunciations quickly
spread to solitary women known for treating ill-
nesses with herbs, Collective hysteria turned them
into scapegoats for the fears of the community.
More than 150 people were imprisoned and nine-
teen were hanged; thirteen of them were women,
most of them elderly and destitute. One man was
“pressed to death” for refusing to entera plea. Life
in the colony came to a standstill, where crops and
cattle were abandoned, and the mills ceased to op-
erate.

In many parts of the world, witch hunts contin-
ue, as documented in several reports by the Unit-
ed Nations Human Rights Council. “Every year,
hundreds of thousands of vulnerable people are
subjected to violence in places such as sub-Saha-
ran Africa, India and Papua New Guinea”. “At
least 20,000 ‘witches’ were killed in sixty countries
between 2009 and 2019”. These modern persecu-
tions are “driven largely by religious fundamental-
ism and further exacerbated by factors such as civ-
il wars, poverty and resource scarcity”. Amnesty
International has denounced the situation in

Ghana, where four informal camps still exist,
housing hundreds of alleged witches, almost all of
them women between the ages of fifty and ninety.

Misogyny remains a decisive factor. Those

more frequently targeted are the most vulnerable
women or those considered “outside the norm”;
for example, widows, elderly women, women with
disabilities, and those perceived as too au-
tonomous or independent. Accusations of
witchcraft continue to serve as a means of control-
ling women’s bodies and, in some contexts, facili-
tate human traflicking by isolating victims from
their communities. “It is always a discourse cen-
tred on the female body, on the extent to which it
conforms to what is regarded as the norm, search-
ing women’s bodies for signs of the devil”, adds
Marina Montesano, whose latest book is Ars magica.
Una storia in 20 oggetti [Ars Magica. A Story In 20
Objects] (published by Carocci). “I see it today,
here, for example in the demonisation of Muslim
women who wear the veil”, she underlines.

Marina Benedetti is currently writing a book to
be published next year by Carocci, entitled, Masche
1495. I processi alle streghe nel monasters di Santa Maria
della Stella a Rifredde [ Masche 1495. The Witch Tri-
als at the Monastery of Santa Maria della Stella in
Rifreddo]. Masche is the Piedmontese word for
witches. The book recounts “a case in which the
trials took place within a monastery, and it is an
abbess who acts against the women”. Because,
“these mechanisms are not triggered by chance;
they are triggered by a desire for control”.
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