
Conclusion

The popularity of early modern English witchcraft as an object 
of historical study, both for academics and for general readers, is 
arguably out of proportion to the extent of the phenomenon. The 
early modern period saw a large number of executions for the crime, 
estimated at around 45,000 for the whole of Europe. However, these 
executions were spread out over a very long period – about 300 
years – and were unevenly distributed geographically and temporally. 
Within this European context, England had relatively low levels of 
witchcraft persecution, and it appears to have had an unusually low 
execution rate as well.1 Garthine Walker points out that women 
were much more likely to be charged with, for example, theft than 
with stereotypically ‘female’ crimes like witchcraft and infanticide, 
which were rarely prosecuted even during the Elizabethan peak.2

Of course, most people now will think that even one conviction 
for witchcraft would have been one too many. But in the context 
of a criminal justice system under which people could be executed 
for what would now be regarded as relatively minor thefts, the 
penalties for witchcraft (which typically only attracted a death 
sentence in cases of murder by witchcraft or repeat offences) were 

1 Brian P. Levack, The Witch-hunt in Early Modern Europe, 4th edn (London: 
Routledge, 2016, first edn published in 1987), p. 21; Levack’s estimates 
have been revised downwards since the first edition. Other recent surveys 
of witchcraft history provide very similar estimates: see, for example, Julian 
Goodare, The European Witch-hunt (London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 410–11; 
Hutton, p. 180. Some much higher estimates for the total number of executions 
in Europe – well into the millions – have been made, but lack any foundation 
in documentary evidence and tend to appear in polemical feminist texts. 
Diane Purkiss discusses such claims in a chapter aptly entitled ‘A Holocaust 
of One’s Own’ (The Witch in History, pp. 7–29).

2 Garthine Walker, Crime, Gender, and Social Order in Early Modern England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 4.
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surprisingly lenient. The scarcity of prosecutions and the low rate 
of executions in England, notwithstanding the ferocious rhetoric of 
some demonologists, suggest not ‘hysteria’ or ‘mania’ – words still 
used too often to characterise witchcraft belief – but relative indif-
ference, for most people, most of the time.

The underlying importance of witchcraft belief was that it provided 
a means of combating a broader scepticism that was perceived to 
threaten fundamental religious beliefs. The problem was that claims 
about the existence of witchcraft also tended to generate scepticism, 
necessitating a variety of strategies for counteracting it. I have used 
the term ‘rhetorical scepticism’ to describe many such strategies. 
One common version of rhetorical scepticism involves illustrating 
the process by which the author’s own sceptical doubt has purportedly 
been overcome. Such a strategy is evident in a number of pamphlet 
accounts of witchcraft, and a dramatic analogue for it can also be 
detected in several early modern plays. Scepticism of this type, 
which establishes belief on firmer grounds, is evident not only in 
witchcraft belief but in a wide range of related questions in early 
modern thought. One particularly sophisticated version of it is 
exemplified by the Cartesian philosophical method.

Another version of rhetorical scepticism, used more by demonolo-
gists than by pamphlet writers, supported belief by ceding as much 
ground as possible to the claims of sceptics. The degree of consensus 
evident in the stated views of people who seem nonetheless to be 
at loggerheads is a notable feature of the early modern witchcraft 
debate. Where a sceptical argument posits melancholy as a cause 
of imagined witchcraft, a believer responds by accepting that witches 
suffer from melancholy, and adding that this is what drives them 
to make their bargain with the devil. Witches are tricksters who 
are only capable of ‘juggling’, a sceptic would say. The believer 
replies that it is precisely these juggling tricks that have been taught 
to the witches by the devil. Witches have no real magical power, 
argue the sceptics; the believers agree, and add that the devil inflicts 
supernatural harm himself, then tricks the witch into believing that 
she was responsible. The symptoms of bewitchment have natural 
causes, say the sceptics. The believers point out that the devil, fol-
lowing the instructions of a witch, is able to exacerbate the symptoms 
of natural disease. It is difficult to win an argument with somebody 
who keeps agreeing with you.

One of the simplest ways to attack witchcraft scepticism was to 
launch an irrelevant ad hominem attack, casting aspersions on the 
piety of the doubters. A more sophisticated version of this tactic 
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involved representing scepticism as absurd, because it was so evidently 
contradicted by an abundance of evidence. If the sceptics were ‘fools 
or madmen’ who did not ‘want to believe’, as Bodin put it, then 
their scepticism was obviously comparable to the impious and 
irrational doubt of atheists. But this impious scepticism also implied 
foolish credulity: in allowing themselves to be blinded to the obvious 
truth, the sceptics had been taken in by the tricks of the devil, just 
as the ignorant village witch had been. Sceptics were thereby portrayed 
as both impiously sceptical and foolishly credulous, with the result 
that they came to seem witch-like themselves – and were sometimes 
even explicitly accused of witchcraft.

Another recurring theme in the fight against scepticism is the 
distinction made between particular and general instances. Any 
given example of witchcraft may be fraudulent, as a great many 
witchcraft theorists acknowledged, but this does not prove that all 
cases are fraudulent. The point is of course logically valid, even if 
one might suspect it to be made disingenuously in many cases, and 
it also neatly places the burden of proof on the sceptic. This allowed 
supporters of witchcraft belief to acknowledge the existence of 
fraudulent or otherwise unsatisfactory accusations of witchcraft: 
King James I, to take a prominent example, made much of his 
ability to distinguish between real and pretended cases of witchcraft 
and possession. However, the expression of both general belief and 
scepticism as to particular cases could also be used as a way of 
slowly backing away from beliefs which were no longer convincing 
but could not easily be abandoned, as happened with the judges 
who began to lose faith in the Popish Plot later in the seventeenth 
century. While scepticism as to a particularly unlikely case – such 
as that of the Lancashire witches of 1634 – was compatible with 
more general belief, establishing a distinction between general 
principles and particular instances could also be a way of gently 
dropping all the practical implications of belief that no longer 
appealed, without having to recant the belief and thereby provoke 
controversy.

The historical phenomenon of belief in witchcraft, or any con-
fidently held belief now known to have been false, raises a number 
of wider epistemological questions with potentially sceptical answers 
which people in the present would do well to consider. A phenomenon 
like witchcraft illustrates the urgency of questions about how we 
arrive at our knowledge, whether we can be entirely confident in 
it, and whether we are aware of the kinds of unconscious and 
potentially inaccurate assumptions about causation which are 
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concealed in everyday beliefs. It is tempting to brush such questions 
aside by comparing witchcraft belief in the seventeenth century with 
beliefs that are, in our own time, considered marginal in various 
ways. This is what the historian of witchcraft C. L. Ewen did in 
his own time, almost a century ago:

It is customary for the present generation of critical writers to express 
amazement at the credulity and ignorance of the seventeenth century 
witch persecutors, yet considered impartially such gullibility and 
want of understanding have their counterpart in the twentieth century 
in the delusions of the spirit seekers, and their trusting belief in the 
genuineness and integrity of the numerous charlatans and tricksters, 
who provide them with psychic manifestations … the extraordinary 
beliefs now held are the result of insufficient knowledge of such 
natural phenomena as telepathy, magnetism, hypnosis, and possibly 
other forces as yet unknown and unnamed, someday to be clearly 
explained by our scientists, and to be common knowledge of the 
man-in-the-street of the future.3

Ewen’s belief in ‘our scientists’ and the ultimate triumph of rationalism 
reveals a faith in so-called Enlightenment values which are no longer 
fashionable, and which might strike readers today as naive. The 
idea that a basic grasp of, say, quantum mechanics is or ever could 
be ‘common knowledge’ certainly seems optimistic, and the assump-
tion that higher levels of collective knowledge about the functioning 
of the world necessarily reduce the quantity of false beliefs in the 
general population is questionable. Furthermore, while he is clearly 
aware of the credulity of his contemporaries in respect of psychic 
phenomena, Ewen’s apparent belief in the ‘natural phenomenon’ 
of telepathy suggests that the credulity of others is always easier to 
spot than one’s own – a disconcerting thought for any author aiming 
for a degree of healthy scepticism.

Since even sceptical writers such as Ewen – or, for that matter, 
Reginald Scot – could not avoid adopting some beliefs that are now 
thought to be groundless, it has to be accepted that as individuals 
we are all, in practice, obliged to take much of our knowledge on 
trust. Some of this ‘knowledge’ is virtually certain to be wrong 
(determining exactly which parts are wrong is, of course, another 
matter). Despite living in an era in which people tend to regard 
their own widely shared beliefs about the world as grounded on 
evidence, as individuals we are as dependent on the received authority 

3 Ewen, Witch Hunting and Witch Trials, p. 113.
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of experts for our knowledge as ever. If anything, given the sheer 
volume of human knowledge – and pseudo-knowledge – in the 
present time, we may, as individuals, be more dependent on authority 
than ever; nobody could ever have the time and expertise to investigate 
every claim to truth independently. Montaigne’s sceptical statement 
quoted in Chapter 1, which dates back more than 400 years and 
was not new then, remains true: as individuals, our knowledge of 
the world derives overwhelmingly from ‘custom’ rather than ‘science’. 
This being the case, it seems to me that taking some of our beliefs 
on trust cannot be described as irrational. There is nothing irrational 
about accepting that other people know more about a given topic 
than one does oneself. From a strictly intellectual perspective, 
therefore, belief in witchcraft cannot be called irrational, given that 
so much of the knowledge that people absorbed, and upon which 
their understanding of the world was based – in particular, the belief 
in spirits as ubiquitous and deeply involved in the functioning of 
the physical world – supported it.

However, there is more to be said about the rationality (or 
otherwise) of believing in witchcraft. Joseph Glanvill produced a 
number of apparently compelling arguments in favour of witchcraft 
belief. He correctly pointed out a number of logical flaws in some 
typical sceptical arguments against witchcraft, and he often chided 
opponents for not keeping an open mind. This, it is sometimes said, 
is evidence of Glanvill’s rationality and the defensibility of witchcraft 
belief within its early modern context. But it is not always rational 
to keep an open mind, especially if that open-mindedness is not 
evenly applied. Glanvill’s ‘open-minded’ arguments are reminiscent 
of those of anti-Stratfordians, for whom no evidence of Shakespeare’s 
authorship can ever be conclusive, while no alternative authorship 
theory can ever be too far-fetched. To apply an exacting standard 
of sceptical doubt to arguments one disagrees with while being 
disproportionately indulgent towards claims one happens to agree 
with, without examining the grounds for one’s own beliefs, is surely 
not ‘rational’, though it may be widespread. But this is what Glanvill 
does, and in this sense his arguments, notwithstanding their logical 
consistency, are not rational but self-deluding, and this was as much 
the case when the arguments were written as it is now.

While the experience of daily life in early modern England was 
informed by different types of beliefs and assumptions, it was still 
a life governed, in reality, by the same physical laws as those in 
operation in our own time. Magical powers were not real, and the 
direct evidence for them must, therefore, have been flawed. In fact, 
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even supporters of witchcraft belief often conceded that the evidence 
put forward in cases of witchcraft was very often flawed. Witchcraft 
always produced some kind of scepticism in early modern people, 
including those early modern people who believed in witchcraft. It 
was accepted as an explanation because it worked, or could be 
made to work, intellectually, but also, and perhaps more importantly, 
because it performed various functions. By confronting their own 
incredulity, and defeating it, theologically inclined believers in 
witchcraft were able to reaffirm their religious faith – faith which 
was under increasing pressure from the huge uncertainties in religion 
arising from the Reformation. Witchcraft belief worked on a different 
level in the case of actual prosecutions. Inconvenient people who 
could not easily be got rid of in any other way – in England, at 
least, these people were almost always women – could be disposed 
of using the laws against witchcraft. The suspension of disbelief 
required by the fictions of witchcraft could be achieved by people 
motivated by fear, grief, or hatred.

It is important to recognise that such disbelief was, to some 
degree, always likely to be present. It was possible for early modern 
people to believe that women could feed the devil with their own 
blood in exchange for the power to harm their neighbours on the 
basis of the prevalent understanding of the world. But it cannot 
have been very easy. Every text on witchcraft that has been discussed 
in this study bears some trace of the difficulty of belief and the 
ubiquity of scepticism. Such scepticism could be overcome, but it 
was never overcome without some kind of ulterior motive. This is 
not to say that all accusations of witchcraft involved conscious 
fraud, although some cases did. But it is to say that any accusation 
of witchcraft, assertion of the existence of witchcraft, or instance 
of credit being granted to such claims, must have required some 
kind of effort to achieve the necessary suspension of disbelief in 
oneself and, when necessary, others.

Suspension of disbelief in relation to implausible and unfounded 
claims about historical reality continues to happen in our own time. 
Like the history of witchcraft, the history of witchcraft history can 
be disheartening, full of dubious scholarly activity and the kind of 
practices that Reginald Scot would have referred to as cozening. 
The prolific but unscrupulous scholar Montague Summers, who 
wrote on witchcraft in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, made a name 
for himself by claiming to believe that witches really had been 
servants of the devil, to say nothing of vampires and werewolves. 
Margaret Murray studied the documentary evidence of the history 
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of witchcraft and twisted it beyond recognition in her desire to find 
evidence for the ‘Dianic cult’ she wished to believe in.4 Although 
it has now been comprehensively discredited as a historical explana-
tion, Murray’s thesis provided the founding myth for the creation 
of a new religion, Wicca, which it inspired in the mid-twentieth 
century. Murray’s belief in a witch cult, though inaccurate, was so 
appealing to some that it ended up creating what might be described 
as a real (albeit harmless) witch cult. Later feminists developed 
Murray’s narrative but emphasised the violent repression of the 
witches instead of the supposed religious aspects of witchcraft itself, 
exaggerating the numbers involved in the process and projecting a 
romanticised image of martyrdom on to the victims. Commenting 
on the largely fabricated claims made by some feminist writers on 
witchcraft, which are still circulating widely, Diane Purkiss writes 
that

[t]his 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 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 and nature of good and evil. It 
is a religious myth, and the religion it defines is radical feminism.5

It is ironic that writers who tend to identify patriarchal institutions 
such as the Church as responsible for witchcraft persecution have 
used the history of witchcraft to create ‘a narrative of the Fall’. 
This is essentially what Walter Stephens claims Renaissance witchcraft 
theory itself was for: interpreting reality in ways that tended to 
support the religious beliefs (or control the undesirable scepticism 
towards those beliefs) of the author. Put to such use, witchcraft 
continues to be a means of self-delusion, a way of interpreting, or 
entirely reinventing, history in order to create a picture of reality 
that is more compliant with the ideological requirements of the 
present. In this sense, those authors identified by Purkiss who have 
used witchcraft to strengthen their own faith are not the intellectual 
opponents of the misogynistic demonologists, but their intellectual 
descendants.

4 Margaret Murray, The Witch-cult in Western Europe (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1921).

5 Purkiss, The Witch in History, p. 8.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:24AM

via free access



Conclusion 313

If the significance of witchcraft as a historical phenomenon has 
often been exaggerated, it may be because its appeal to the imagina-
tion was, and remains, powerful. Witchcraft belief appeals to a 
variety of people now for a variety of reasons. For many people, 
perhaps, the appeal is that witchcraft makes us feel good about 
ourselves; we can look back at the foolish people of the past and 
smile at their credulity. For others, in particular academic researchers, 
witchcraft appeals because it presents a challenge: we cannot easily 
comprehend the mentalities behind it. Unfortunately, attempts to 
account for witchcraft persecution have sometimes seemed to reveal 
as much about the imagination of the explainers as about the thing 
explained. Margaret Murray’s pagan sect resembled the kind of 
fertility cult that was fashionable in the interwar period. In the 
1960s, efforts were made to explain stories about witchcraft partly 
in terms of the ingestion of hallucinogenic drugs – a topic of special 
interest and concern in that era, but a hopelessly inadequate explana-
tion for the phenomenon it sought to explain.6 More recently, 
Wolfgang Behringer has suggested that the Little Ice Age, which led 
to poor harvests and starvation in many parts of Europe, might 
account for the persecution of witches, who were often believed to 
be responsible for extreme weather conditions.7 Behringer’s hypothesis 
is much more valuable than the others referred to, as it is based on 
historical evidence rather than supposition. Nevertheless, in invoking 
the effects of a changing climate, Behringer’s view is very much an 
explanation of its time, and one which speaks to the concerns of 
the twenty-first century.

Witchcraft was imaginatively appealing to many early modern 
people as well, and many of them, too, may have found it appeal-
ing precisely because it was so difficult to account for. Witchcraft  
stories are often described as sensationalist, and they would not 
have been sensational if they had been easy to believe, although the 
surprising and exciting nature of such stories might make people 
want to believe them. Stories about witchcraft seem to have been at 
their least exciting early in the period covered by this book; up to 
around 1590, pamphlet accounts of witchcraft tend to be dry and 

6 Michael Ostling, ‘Babyfat and Belladonna: Witches’ Ointment and the 
Contestation of Reality’, Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft 11:1 (2016), 30–72, 
provides a thorough account of, and response to, explanations of this type, 
which are occasionally still offered.

7 Wolfgang Behringer, Witches and Witch-Hunts: A Global History (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2004), pp. 87–89.
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legalistic.8 That this period also saw the main peak in prosecutions 
is perhaps no coincidence. If witchcraft was taken relatively seri-
ously it may have been less entertaining, which suggests a partial 
explanation for the gap between Elizabethan understandings of 
‘real’ witchcraft and the representation of witches in the drama of 
the time. The imaginative appeal of witchcraft in the early modern 
period, assuming that it can be measured in terms of the frequency 
with which it is mentioned in plays, seems to have grown in inverse 
relation to its real-world significance during the period covered 
in this study. Even in its Elizabethan heyday, however, scepticism 
towards witchcraft was considerable.

Perhaps partly as a result of this uncertainty about the phenomenon 
of witchcraft, witchcraft appeared in plays without being the subject 
of them for a large part of the early modern period, and was often 
used to raise more important concerns. The early Reformers used 
witchcraft as a symbol of Catholic superstition, Elizabethan dramatists 
portrayed varieties of witchcraft which were almost entirely divorced 
from the imagined everyday or demonological realities of it, and 
the Jacobean witchcraft drama was primarily concerned not with 
the activities of malevolent women but with high politics and the 
question of legitimate kingship. The issues of scepticism and belief, 
however, are central to some of these plays in that they depict the 
psychology of witches, and the clients duped by them, as characterised 
by both scepticism and credulity. Few plays from this period, however, 
examine belief in witchcraft itself. The main dramatic function of 
witchcraft is symbolic, meaning that the issue of belief itself need 
not be dealt with. At the same time, witchcraft is treated relatively 
seriously and scepticism about its reality remains submerged and 
is rarely, if ever, expressed or addressed.

Things changed as cases of witchcraft became less and less fre-
quently prosecuted. Drama moved closer to the phenomenon of 
witchcraft in the perceived reality of early modern England, and 
further away from the witch stories of the ancient world, which 
were more likely to be perceived to be fictional. The Witch of 
Edmonton was the first witchcraft play to be based directly on a 
real case – an event which had by this time become a rarity. The 
historical case of Elizabeth Sawyer must have generated considerable 
scepticism and bemusement, judging by the tetchy and defensive 
pamphlet account of it written by Henry Goodcole. The play inspired 

8 Gibson, Reading Witchcraft, pp. 107–08.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:24AM

via free access



Conclusion 315

by the case represents (like Goodcole’s account) an attempt to tread 
a line between outright scepticism and downright credulity, acknowl-
edging the excesses of Sawyer’s persecutors while affirming the reality 
of her crimes. The play builds scepticism into its plot and dialogue, 
but it does so in order to defeat a more thoroughgoing and threatening 
scepticism which remains unseen and offstage.

Together with Macbeth, The Witch of Edmonton is the most 
successful attempt to create a plausible picture of witchcraft. The 
plausibility of these two plays is partly a consequence of the marginal-
ity of the witches within them: making the witches less central 
circumvents the problems of witchcraft belief to some extent. In 
this way, both plays make the worlds they depict able to credibly 
support the existence of the witches. Macbeth does this by making 
its dramatic world so full of uncertainty that the existence of witches 
is unsurprising. The Witch of Edmonton takes the opposite approach; 
rather than making the everyday world as magical and full of 
uncertainty as the witches, it makes its witch as human, and mundane, 
as the rest of the community of Edmonton. Witchcraft becomes 
plausible because it is made ordinary – even, as Mother Sawyer 
puts it, ‘universal’. It is not possible to know how audiences reacted 
to these depictions, but The Witch of Edmonton does at least as 
much as Goodcole’s pamphlet to justify the execution of Elizabeth 
Sawyer, which had taken place earlier in the same year the play 
was first performed.

In the case of The Late Lancashire Witches, scepticism about 
witchcraft in general is emphatically denied by the play in what a 
contemporary audience member identified as its only serious scene. 
But combined with this apparent display of belief are highly sceptical 
undertones about the particular case which occasioned the play. 
Furthermore, the question of scepticism more generally – philosophical 
scepticism about the possibility of knowledge and the reliability of 
the senses – is among the concerns raised within the play. The play 
gestures towards anti-sceptical answers to these wider questions, 
but in addressing them at all it bears witness to their increasing 
influence in the 1630s. The close connection between philosophical 
scepticism and scepticism about witchcraft within the play also 
suggests that these phenomena are far from irrelevant to each other, 
even if the nature of the connection between them is not as straight-
forward as has sometimes been assumed.

Dramatic representations of witchcraft incorporate the mutually 
dependent themes of belief and scepticism in a variety of ways, 
often as a means of coping with the inherent implausibility of 
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witchcraft. Scepticism and belief are just as important themes within 
dramatic works as they are within purportedly factual works on 
witchcraft, although they tend to make themselves known in subtler 
ways. Dr Faustus and Macbeth represent in their title characters 
the combination of credulity and scepticism which characterise both 
witch and witchcraft denier. The Witch of Edmonton provides an 
example of rhetorical scepticism in its questioning of the details of 
witchcraft beliefs and its mockery of the excessive credulity which 
threatens to undermine all belief. In using this sceptical technique, 
it is able to produce the most realistic and plausible village witch 
to be depicted on stage in the period. The Late Lancashire Witches, 
meanwhile, establishes a clear boundary between general belief and 
scepticism towards the particular instance in order to tread a delicate 
line between foolishness and impiety. The latter two tactics involve 
conceding an increasing amount of ground to the claims of sceptics, 
revealing an increasing degree of scepticism in the societies to which 
they are addressed.

Fiction of various kinds is clearly of great relevance to the 
phenomenon of witchcraft, and in this and previous studies the 
theatre has been found to display a kind of imaginative sympathy 
with witchcraft, since both are concerned with trickery and deceiving 
the senses. Partly as a result, previous studies of the theatre’s role 
in witchcraft belief have often drawn conclusions that are optimistic 
and reassuring about the real-world impact of literature. Many 
scholars have regarded theatrical performance as inherently antago-
nistic towards belief in witchcraft, not least because of the obviously 
fictitious nature of theatrical representation. But witchcraft lore was 
frequently drawn from other sources which we would now describe 
as ‘obviously’ fictitious, such as Greek myth. While some authors 
had a view of such stories similar to that of most people in the 
present day, none could take this attitude for granted on the part 
of their readers or audiences. Many early modern writers had an 
interest in interpreting these myths as, for example, an approximation 
of the true Christian story. Moreover, even if the classical witches 
of the theatre were likely to be interpreted by their auditors as 
fictional, this need not rule out the possible existence of other, 
non-fictional witches.

Rather than undermining witchcraft belief, the Elizabethan theatre, 
at the historical moment in which persecution was at its peak, 
largely ignored it. Witches were repackaged as magicians or mythical 
characters, or even transformed into fairies, but belief in their 
existence was not questioned. Where ‘real’ witches did come into 
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the picture – which they did quite suddenly and without any obvious 
trigger – they were presented without much sympathy. Representations 
of witches such as Joan of Arc and Margery Jourdain were clearly 
possible to understand as historically accurate, and these representa-
tions are among the more hostile depictions of witches on stage. 
The earliest dramatic witch character to be based on recognisably 
demonological principles – Marlowe’s Faustus – was quickly reab-
sorbed back into the discourse of witchcraft, providing Richard 
Bernard (and, as I have argued, possibly James I as well) with an 
example to be accounted for in demonological terms and further 
evidence demonstrating the existence of witchcraft. What is more, 
the play, performed again and again in various revivals and adapta-
tions throughout the seventeenth century, played a significant role 
in disseminating understanding of demonology to those who could 
not – or did not – wish to read it for themselves. The theatre’s role, 
in the case of this play at least, can hardly have been conducive to 
more widespread doubt about the existence of witches.

The accession of King James brought about an immediate change 
in dramatic writing on witchcraft. Playwrights in the Jacobean theatre 
recognised the new monarch’s skilful exploitation of witchcraft belief 
for propagandistic ends and quickly followed suit, producing a 
number of plays which associated opposition to the King with 
witchcraft. Again, given the impetus for these representations of 
witchcraft, it is difficult to argue that the general tendency of such 
drama was sceptical, whatever the private beliefs of playwrights 
and audience members. It was not until the reign of Charles I that 
the theatre, together with the country as a whole, began to back 
away from witchcraft belief.

One striking circumstance in witchcraft drama is that the most 
sceptical plays – or, to put it another way, the plays that take 
witchcraft least seriously – tend to be those which are also politically 
radical. Political radicalism in the early modern English context 
tends to be almost synonymous with Protestant agitation. John 
Bale’s Three Laws sets the tone for a sparse but long-lived tradition 
of explicitly or implicitly Protestant witchcraft plays. Bale’s work 
of anti-papist propaganda depicts the Catholic faith and ritual of 
the time as barely distinguishable from witchcraft, exploiting a 
broader association of witchcraft and idolatry accepted by virtually 
all theologians at the time. The earlier Jacobean witch plays are 
neither radical nor sceptical in their support of the new monarch; 
but this pattern was brought to an abrupt end by the Overbury 
scandal and Thomas Middleton’s play The Witch, Middleton’s first 
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venture into aligning himself with a clearly political brand of Calvin-
ism which was beginning to emerge in the long build-up to the Civil 
War. The Witch sets a precedent for an even more radically anti-
authoritarian play in the later Restoration, Shadwell’s The Lancashire 
Witches. Witchcraft is largely a laughing matter in these plays, 
despite the fact that all three of them present serious polemical 
challenges to the established order of their respective times. The 
history of witchcraft in the theatre lends some support to those 
writers on witchcraft who associated disbelief in it with a threat to 
civil order as well as religion.

The fact that witchcraft is presented as absurd in these plays – 
although the reality of it is not actually denied before Shadwell’s 
– also reveals a deeper Protestant scepticism towards witchcraft 
and other supernatural phenomena which finds its clearest expression 
in Reginald Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft. Scepticism about the 
supernatural was a major intellectual strand of the Protestant 
Reformation, which could not help but raise uncomfortable questions 
about witchcraft, often in spite of the inclinations of those Protestants 
who were themselves hostile to witches. Of course, Protestant opinion 
on the matter of witchcraft specifically was not uniform; but the 
fact that both the greatest scepticism (Reginald Scot) and the strongest 
belief (Matthew Hopkins, William Perkins) tend to have been found 
among people who seem to have been reform-minded Protestants 
need not be regarded as coincidental, as the discussion of scepticism 
in Chapter 1 suggests. Both Shadwell’s play and Bale’s treat Catholic 
witchcraft as laughable but, at the same time, threatening. The 
seemingly contradictory status of witchcraft, especially in these highly 
polemical plays, is a consequence of the conflicting requirements 
of fear and contempt: Catholicism (and therefore witchcraft) must 
present a grave and supernatural threat and, at the same time, must 
be easily dismissed as mere superstition. Both scepticism and belief 
are required.

An earlier generation of historians tended to idealise scepticism 
about witchcraft, but scepticism about witchcraft need not be humane. 
George Gifford, a believer on the face of it, displayed far greater 
concern for the fate of his fellow humans than the hardline doubter 
Shadwell. When the theatre sets out to undermine or ridicule belief 
in witchcraft, as in Shadwell’s The Lancashire Witches, the underlying 
motives for this scepticism are anything but enlightened. Shadwell’s 
play sets itself up in opposition to witchcraft belief, and seemingly 
also to belief in any spiritual phenomena (perhaps even including 
the existence of God), but it is undoubtedly in favour of the 
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persecution of the group that had been symbolically depicted as 
witches, from Bale’s time onwards: Catholics. The most recent 
example of a witch play that this study has examined, while it is 
the most sceptical, is also by far the most bloodthirsty, which speaks 
against the idea of the theatre in general as an agent of the ‘liberating, 
tolerant doubt’ which Stephen Greenblatt claims for Shakespeare.9 
It also speaks against any simplistic notion that human beings, 
simply by virtue of ceasing to believe in witches, might themselves 
have become more liberal or tolerant over the period. In its own 
way, Shadwell’s play believes more fiercely in ‘witches’ and their 
persecution than any other play in this study.

Professions of scepticism towards and belief in early modern 
witchcraft discourse and theatre, regardless of the specific context 
in which they are expressed, always coexist. Within the psychology 
of the witch him- or herself, or the witches’ clients, a mixture of 
scepticism and credulity can be found: both impious doubts as to 
the existence or mercy of God and foolish and impious faith in the 
power of the devil, which is of course entirely constrained by that 
of God. The plays themselves, too, tend to display both scepticism 
and credulity simultaneously. Some employ rhetorical scepticism in 
order to support a more credible and nuanced belief in witchcraft, 
and above all in the divinely controlled power of the devil. Conversely, 
the apparent scepticism of other plays towards witchcraft is often 
the result of what might seem to be unbridled credulity: the limitless 
power of Hecate in The Witch is part of what undermines any 
credibility she might otherwise have had as a witch. The plays that 
are sceptical about witchcraft also tend to be credulous in other 
respects – quite content to believe in almost any story about Sylvester 
II, Frances Carr, or Catholic plots against the state. Scepticism and 
credulity in connection with witchcraft are not fixed positions in a 
debate but argumentative tools within that debate: they are not 
diametrically opposed, but interdependent.

9 Greenblatt, p. 127.
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