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Foreword


By Carmen Maria Machado


FOR ME, IT was Strega Nona: the wily, no-nonsense witch from the eponymous picture book, who owns a magic pasta pot, commands the respect of her community (even the local priests and nuns!) and holds her dopey helper, Big Anthony, to account for his disobedience and mischief. For my spouse, it was Angela Lansbury’s character, Eglantine Price, in Bedknobs and Broomsticks, who wears knitted cardigans and fights Nazis via witchcraft she has learned through a correspondence course. For Mona Chollet, it was Flutter Mildweather—a character in a Swedish children’s book, The Glassblower’s Children—who makes carpets, consorts with a one-eyed crow, and wears an indigo cloak and a tall violet hat festooned with flowers and butterflies. Imagine, for a moment, your witch. Not your earliest witch, necessarily, but the one who first captured your attention. Are you holding her in your mind?


I imagine I can tell you some things about her. She is a woman, single and childless. She has her own little house, which she may or may not share with an animal.* She is an artist, or a craftswoman, or a scientist, if you imagine magic as a kind of science. She has an undeniable air of poise and a wonderful sense of style. Whether or not she is evil (after all, we have The Wizard of Oz, Grimms’ fairy tales, and decades of Disney movies to contend with), it cannot be denied that she is wily, self-satisfied, and in charge of her own affairs. She commands respect. She is, to interesting people, someone worth learning from, if not emulating entirely. She is what happens when women get to direct the warp and weft of their own lives.


In Defence of Witches is a spirited account of the way the perpetrators of witch-hunts have endured, albeit in modern form and with altered tactics; so much so that the people responsible can plausibly say they have no connection to their forebears. Here, Chollet ties a litany of modern gendered indignities—from the minor, aggravating, day-to-day negotiations to large-scale injustices and human-rights abuses—back to historic witch-hunts, which historian Anne Llewellyn Barstow calls a “burst of misogyny without parallel in Western history.”


The phrase “witch-hunt” is a curiously loaded one; deployed nowadays, the speaker is almost certainly using it incorrectly and acting in bad faith (and would unquestionably minimize witch-hunts as historic fact). One cannot help but think of Woody Allen’s defense of Harvey Weinstein, in which he blamed “a witch-hunt atmosphere” for Weinstein being held accountable for decades of wide-scale sexual abuses and predations.*


But, here, Chollet is far more interested in returning to the roots of the metaphor—how our cultural and societal response to women cannot be unthreaded from our historic treatment of women perceived to be witches. We do not burn, hang, or drown as many women now as we did in the past, but there is no shortage of ways women’s lives continue to be destroyed. Women are abused, assaulted, economically disempowered, raped, shoved into the margins, pressured, silenced, ignored, treated as guinea pigs, co-opted, stolen from, misrepresented, forced into pregnancy or servitude, imprisoned, and, yes, sometimes murdered. Every possible decision modern women make or role they occupy, outside of the most rigorous and regressive, can be tied back to the very symptoms of witchcraft: refusal of motherhood, rejection of marriage, ignoring traditional beauty standards, bodily and sexual autonomy, homosexuality, aging, anger, even a general sense of self-determination.


You’d be hard-pressed to find a more enduring and potent archetype than the witch; she has served as a shorthand for women’s power and potential—and, for some, the threat of those things—for much of human history. And yet, nowadays, witches have become a neo-liberal girlboss-style icon. That is to say, capitalism has gotten ahold of her; and, like so many things capitalism touches, she is in danger of dissociating from her radical roots. What could have once gotten a woman killed is now available for purchase at Urban Outfitters. (Within limits, of course. You can sell her crystals but refuse to pay her fair wages.)


I have long been fascinated—and horrified!—by the contemporary commodification of feminism, the way capitalism’s interest has clouded its necessity. Many people seem to fall for this line of thinking, however unconsciously: If feminism is something that can be commodified, then it follows that it’s ultimately frivolous, maybe even unnecessary. But, instead of thinking of feminism as archaic, capitalism’s cheapening co-option proves that it’s more necessary than ever: Women’s liberation remains at odds with the patriarchal structures that govern our society.


If we forget—even now, in an age of the consequences of hard-won political battles—that women occupy the literal margins, we will continue to lose all ground. It is not an accident that I write this foreword at a moment in US history where abortion rights are in jeopardy, and the COVID pandemic—aided by decades of misogynist policies and a non-existent social safety net—has gutted all of the economic advances American women have made in the last half-century. The fact is, no matter how many advances societies make, they cannot help but treat women in the same predictable ways. The past, as they say, is hardly past at all.


Are you still thinking about her?Your witch? Here’s the thing: she’s fictional. But you are surrounded by witches; you might even be one yourself. Grab your broomstick, your cloak, your familiar. In these pages, you will find the witch-hunters’ playbook; may their unbroken chain of successes become your own.


Carmen Maria Machado
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There is no ‘joining’ WITCH.


If you are a woman 


and dare to look 


within yourself, 


you are a Witch.


WITCH Manifesto


(Women’s International Terrorist


Conspiracy from Hell),


New York, 19681










Introduction


Their Descendants


OF COURSE, THERE was the one in Walt Disney’s Snow White, all stringy grey hair under her black hood, a wart on her crooked nose, her inane rictus revealing a single tooth left in her lower gum, and the heavy brows over her crazy eyes further exaggerating her wicked expression. But she is not the witch who made the biggest impression on my childhood: that honour goes to Flutter Mildweather.


Flutter appears in The Glassblower’s Children, a children’s novel by the Swedish writer Maria Gripe, which is set in an imaginary Nordic country. She lives in a house perched on a hilltop and nestled beneath a very old apple tree, the shape of which is visible from far away, outlined against the sky. The region is peaceful and lovely, but the inhabitants of the nearby village avoid wandering that way, for a gallows once stood there. At night, you may catch a faint glimmer at the window while the old woman weaves and chats to her crow, Wise Wit, who has been one-eyed ever since he lost the other by looking too deeply into the Well of Wisdom. More than the witch’s magical powers, I was impressed by the aura she had, a blend of deep serenity, mystery and insight.


I was fascinated by the way Flutter was depicted: ‘she always walked about wearing a big indigo cloak with a shoulder cape. The deep, scalloped edge flapped like huge wings on her shoulders’ – hence her first name, ‘Flutter’.1 ‘And on her head she wore a very remarkable hat. Its flower-strewn brim belled out beneath a high violet peak decorated with butterflies.’ All who crossed her path were struck by the vitality of her blue eyes, which ‘were changing all the time and had great power over people.’ Perhaps, much later, with my adult interest in fashion, it was this image of Flutter Mildweather that allowed me to appreciate the imposing creations of Yohji Yamamoto – his capacious garments, his vast hats, like shelters of fabric – the polar opposite to the dominant aesthetic diktat that women should show as much of their skin and shape as possible.2 A benevolent shadow, Flutter remained stored away in me like a talisman, a memory of what a woman of stature could be.


I also used to like the somewhat withdrawn life Flutter led and her relationship with the nearby community, at once distant and connected. The hill where her house stands, Gripe writes, seems to keep the village safe, as if it is ‘resting comfortably in its protection’. The witch weaves extraordinary carpets: ‘She sat at her loom day in and day out, brooding somewhat anxiously about the people and the life down in the village. And then one day she discovered that she knew what was going to happen to them. She could see it in the carpet design that grew under her hands.’3 Her appearances in the village streets, infrequent and fleeting as they are, become a sign of hope for those who see her go by: she owes the second part of her nickname – no one seems to know her true name – to the fact that she is never seen in winter and that her reappearance is a sure sign of spring’s imminence, even if that day the thermometer is still at ‘thirty degrees below freezing’.


Even the scary witches – the one in ‘Hansel and Gretel’; Baba Yaga of the Russian fairy tales, lurking in her izba perched on chicken feet – all inspired in me more excitement than repugnance. They stirred my imagination, sparked delicious shivers of terror, gave me a sense of adventure and opened doors onto other worlds. At primary school, faced with the inexplicable composure of the teaching staff and left to our own devices, my schoolmates and I would spend our breaks tracking down the witch who had set up home behind the playground hedge. Danger danced hand in hand with intrigue. Suddenly we felt that anything might happen, and perhaps, too, that unthreatening prettiness and cooing sweetness were not the only fate imaginable for women. Without this excitement, childhood would have lacked depth of flavour. But, in Flutter Mildweather, the figure of the witch ultimately became a positive one for me. It was the witch who had the last word, who made the baddies bite the dust. She offered the promise of revenge over any adversary who underestimated you; like Fantômette, in a way, only with the power of her wit rather than her talents as a Lycra-clad gymnast – which suited me, as I hated sport.* Through Flutter, I arrived at the idea that being a woman could mean having additional power, whereas up to that point my vague impressions suggested quite the opposite. Since then, wherever it appears, the word ‘witch’ has had a magnetic hold on me, as if still promising some power that could one day be mine. Something about it fizzes with energy. The word speaks of a knowledge that lies close to the ground, a vital power, an accumulated force of experience that official sources disdain or repress. I also like the idea of an art that we can go on perfecting throughout our lives, to which we dedicate ourselves and which protects us against everything, or almost everything, if only due to the passion we invest in it. The witch embodies woman free of all domination, all limitation; she is an ideal to aim for; she shows us the way.


A Victim of the Moderns


It has taken me a surprisingly long time to appreciate the degree of misunderstanding within this magnet for fantasy, this image of a heroine with superpowers – as witches are portrayed in all dominant cultural productions going. Half a lifetime to understand that, before becoming a spark to the imagination or a badge of honour, the word ‘witch’ had been the very worst seal of shame, the false charge which caused the torture and death of tens of thousands of women. The witch-hunts that took place in Europe, principally during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, occupy a strange place in the collective consciousness. Witch trials were based on wild accusations – of night-time flights to reach sabbath meetings, of pacts and copulation with the Devil – which seem to have dragged witches with them into the sphere of the unreal, tearing them away from their genuine historical roots. To our eyes, when we come across her these days, the first known representation of a woman flying on a broomstick, in the margin of Martin Le Franc’s manuscript Le Champion des dames (‘The Champion of Women’, 1441–2), appears unserious, facetious even, as though she might have swooped straight out of a Tim Burton film or from the credits to Bewitched, or even been intended as a Halloween decoration. And yet, at the time the drawing was made – around 1440 – she heralded centuries of suffering. On the invention of the witches’ sabbath, historian Guy Bechtel says: ‘This great ideological poem has been responsible for many murders.’4 As for the sexual dimension of the torture the accused suffered, the truth of this seems to have been dissolved into Sadean imagery and the troubling emotions that provokes.


In 2016, Bruges’ Sint-Janshospitaal museum devoted an exhibition to ‘Bruegel’s Witches’, the Flemish master being among the first painters to take up this theme. On one panel, he listed the names of dozens of the city’s women who were burned as witches in the public square. ‘Many of Bruges’ inhabitants still bear these surnames and, before visiting the exhibition, they had no idea they could have an ancestor accused of witchcraft,’ the museum’s director commented in the documentary Dans le sillage des sorcières de Bruegel. This was said with a smile, as if the fact of finding in your family tree an innocent woman murdered on grounds of delusional allegations were a cute little anecdote for dinner-party gossip. And it begs the question: which other mass crime, even one long-past, is it possible to speak of like this – with a smile?


By wiping out entire families, by inducing a reign of terror and by pitilessly repressing certain behaviours and practices that had come to be seen as unacceptable, the witch-hunts contributed to shaping the world we live in now. Had they not occurred, we would probably be living in very different societies. They tell us much about choices that were made, about paths that were preferred and those that were condemned. Yet we refuse to confront them directly. Even when we do accept the truth about this period of history, we go on finding ways to keep our distance from it. For example, we often make the mistake of considering the witch-hunts part of the Middle Ages, which is generally considered a regressive and obscurantist period, nothing to do with us now – yet the most extensive witch-hunts occurred during the Renaissance: they began around 1400 and had become a major phenomenon by 1560. Executions were still taking place at the end of the eighteenth century – for example, that of Anna Göldi, who was beheaded at Glarus, in Switzerland, in 1782. As Guy Bechtel writes, the witch ‘was a victim of the Moderns, not the Ancients’.5


Likewise, we tend to explain the persecutions as a religious fanaticism led by perverted inquisitors. Yet, the Inquisition, which was above all concerned with heretics, made very little attempt to discover witches; the vast majority of condemnations for witchcraft took place in the civil courts. The secular court judges revealed themselves to be ‘more cruel and more fanatical than Rome’6 when it came to witchcraft. Besides, this distinction is only moderately useful in a world where there was no belief system beyond the religious. Even among the few who spoke out against the persecutions – such as the Dutch physician Johann Weyer, who, in 1563, condemned the ‘bloodbath of innocents’ – none doubted the existence of the Devil. As for the Protestants, despite their reputation as the greater rationalists, they hunted down witches with the same ardour as the Catholics. The return to literalist readings of the Bible, championed by the Reformation, did not favour clemency – quite the contrary. In Geneva, under Calvin, thirty-five ‘witches’ were executed in accordance with one line from the Book of Exodus: ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’ (Exodus 22:18). The intolerant climate of the time, the bloody orgies of the religious wars – 3,000 Protestants were killed in Paris on St Bartholomew’s Day, 1572 – only boosted the cruelty of both camps towards witches.


Truth be told, it is precisely because the witch-hunts speak to us of our own time that we have excellent reasons not to face up to them. Venturing down this path means confronting the most wretched aspects of humanity. The witch-hunts demonstrate, first, the stubborn tendency of all societies to find a scapegoat for their misfortunes and to lock themselves into a spiral of irrationality, cut off from all reasonable challenge, until the accumulation of hate-filled discourse and obsessional hostility justify a turn to physical violence, perceived as the legitimate defence of a beleaguered society. In Françoise d’Eaubonne’s words, the witch-hunts demonstrate our capacity to ‘trigger a massacre by following the logic of a lunatic’.7 The demonization of women as witches had much in common with anti-Semitism. Terms such as witches’ ‘sabbath’ and their ‘synagogue’ were used; like Jews, witches were suspected of conspiring to destroy Christianity and both groups were depicted with hooked noses. In 1618, a court clerk, whiling away the longueurs of a witch trial in the Colmar region, drew the accused in the margin of his report: he showed her with a traditional Jewish hairstyle, ‘with pendants, trimmed with stars of David’.8*


Often, far from being the work of an uncouth, poorly educated community, the choice of scapegoat came from on high, from the educated classes. The origin of the witch myth coincides closely with that – in 1454 – of the printing press, which plays a crucial role in it. Bechtel describes a ‘media campaign’ which ‘utilised all the period’s information vectors’: ‘books for those who could read, sermons for the rest; for all, great quantities of visual representations’.9 The work of two inquisitors, Heinrich Kramer (or Henricus Institor) from Alsace and Jakob Sprenger from Basel, the Malleus Maleficarum was published in 1487 and has been compared to Hitler’s Mein Kampf. Reprinted upwards of fifteen times, it sold around 30,000 copies throughout Europe during the great witch-hunts. ‘Throughout this age of fire, in all the trials, the judges relied on it. They would ask the questions in the Malleus and the replies they heard came equally from the Malleus.’10 Enough to put paid to our idealized visions of the first uses of the printing press! By giving credence to the notion of an imminent threat that demanded the application of exceptional measures, the Malleus Maleficarum sustained a collective delusion. Its success inspired other demonologists, who became a veritable gold mine for publishers. The authors of these contemporary books – such as the French philosopher Jean Bodin – whose writings read like the ravings of madmen, were in fact scholars and men of great reputation, Bechtel emphasizes: ‘What a contrast with the credulity and the brutality demonstrated by every one of them in their demonological reports.’11


All the Tall Poppies


One emerges from these accounts chilled to the bone, and especially as a woman. Of course, many men were executed for witchcraft, but misogyny was at the heart of the persecutions. ‘Male witches are of small concern,’ as one author of the Malleus confirmed.12 Its authors feel that ‘if the evil of women did not in fact exist – not to mention their acts of sorcery – the world would remain unburdened of countless dangers’.13 Weak in body and mind, spurred on by insatiable licentious drives, women were thought to make easy prey for the Devil. In the trials in most areas, women represented on average 80 per cent of those accused and 85 per cent of those condemned.14 Women were also at a disadvantage when it came to the judicial machine: in France, men made up 20 per cent of those accused, but they originated 50 per cent of the appeal cases brought to the French parliament. Whereas previously the courts disallowed their testimony, European women only achieved the status of subjects in their own right, in the eyes of the law, for the purpose of being accused, en masse, of witchcraft.15 The campaign led between 1587 and 1593 in twenty-two villages in the region of Trier, in Germany – the starting point and also the epicentre, along with Switzerland, of the witch-hunts – was so relentless that, in two of the villages, only one woman was left alive; in total, 368 women were burned. Entire family lines were wiped out: the charges were not very clear against Magdelaine Denas, who at seventy-seven was burned as a witch in the Cambrésis region of Northern France in 1670, but her aunt, mother and daughter had already been executed and it was thought that witchcraft was hereditary.16


For some time, the accusations tended to spare the upper classes, and when they in turn came under scrutiny from accusers, the trials rapidly fizzled out. The political enemies of certain high-born figures would occasionally denounce the latter’s daughters or wives as witches; this was easier than attacking their enemies directly. However, the great majority of victims belonged to the lower classes. They were at the mercy of entirely male institutions: interrogators, priests or pastors, torturers, guards, judges and executioners – all were men. We can imagine the panic and distress of these women, exacerbated for most by having to face their ordeal entirely alone. The men of their families rarely attempted to support them – sometimes even adding their voices to those of the accusers. For some, this reticence can be explained by fear: men accused of witchcraft were for the most part accused due to their intimacy with ‘witches’. Others took advantage of the climate of general suspicion ‘to free themselves from unwanted wives and lovers, or to blunt the revenge of women they had raped or seduced’, as Silvia Federici explains; in her analysis, the ‘years of propaganda and terror sowed among men the seeds of a deep psychological alienation from women’.17


Some of the women accused were both sorceresses and healers, a combination that reads strangely to us now, but was seen as natural and obvious at the time. They cast or lifted spells, they brewed philtres and potions, but they also cared for the sick and injured, and helped women to give birth. They were the only option available to most people suffering from ill health and had always been respected members of their communities, until their activities became associated with the workings of the Devil. More generally, however, any woman who stepped out of line risked arousing the interest of a witch-hunter. Talking back to a neighbour, speaking loudly, having a strong character or showing a bit too much awareness of your own sexual appeal: being a nuisance of any kind would put you in danger. According to a paradoxical dynamic familiar to women in all eras, every behaviour and its opposite could be used against you: it was suspicious to miss Sunday Mass too frequently, but it was also suspicious never to miss it; it was suspicious to gather regularly with friends, but also to have too solitary a lifestyle . . .18 The trial by ducking sums up these contradictions. The suspect was thrown into deep water: if she drowned, she was innocent; if she floated, she was a witch and must then be executed. There are also many contemporary references to a ‘rejection of alms’ routine: wealthy people who disdained the outstretched hand of a beggar and then fell ill or suffered some misfortune would rush to accuse her of putting a spell on them, thus displacing their guilty obligation back on the beggar. In other cases, we find the logic of the scapegoat in its purest form: ‘Ships are in trouble out at sea? Digna Robert, in Belgium, is arrested, burned, displayed upon a wheel (1565). A windmill outside Bordeaux has broken down? It is claimed that Jeanne Nichols, known as Gache, has “blocked” it (1619).’19 No matter that these were perfectly inoffensive women, their fellow citizens were convinced they held unlimited powers of destruction. In Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1611), it is said of the enslaved Caliban that ‘His mother was a witch, and one so strong / That could control the moon,’ and, in the introduction to his 1864 French translation, François Guizot expanded on this point, asserting: ‘In all the ancient accusations of witchcraft in England, we find constantly the epithet strong connected to the word witch, a kind of special, expansive qualification. The courts were obliged to rule, in contrast with popular opinion, that the word strong added nothing to the prosecuting case.’20


Having a woman’s body could be enough to make you suspect. After their arrest, accused women were stripped naked, shaved and handed to a witch pricker, who would carry out a meticulous search for the Devil’s mark, on the surface or within their body, by pricking them with needles. Any birthmark, scar or irregularity could serve as proof – which explains why older women were condemned in such great numbers. This mark was understood to be unaffected by pain; many of the suspected women were so shocked by the pricker’s violation of their modesty – by the violation the entire business represented – that they were, by then, in a state of semi-consciousness and so did not react to the pricking. In Scotland, witch prickers even travelled through towns and villages offering to unmask the witches hidden among their inhabitants. In 1649, the city of Newcastle hired one with the incentive of twenty shillings’ payment per condemned witch. Thirty women were taken to the town hall and undressed. And – what a surprise – most were pronounced guilty.21


‘My response to studying this material has often been the same as reading the daily newspaper, namely, that I learn more about human cruelty than I want to,’ admits Anne L. Barstow in the introduction to her study of the European witch-hunts.22 Indeed, her cataloguing of the tortures is unbearable: joints dislocated by strappado, bodies burned on white-hot metal chairs, leg bones broken by brodequins. Demonologists would urge that we not be moved by the victims’ tears, which were attributed to diabolical cunning and were of course faked. Witch-hunters are revealed as both obsessed with and terrified by female sexuality. Their interrogations included asking, tirelessly, what the Devil’s penis looked like. The Malleus Malleficarum confirms that witches have the power to make men’s genitals disappear and that they keep whole collections of them in chests or in birds’ nests, where they go on desperately wiggling (although no such collection has ever been found). In addition to being a household symbol turned upside down, the phallic form of the broom that witches sit astride bears witness to their sexual freedom. The sabbath is understood as an occasion of wild, untrammelled sexual exhibition. Torturers enjoyed the absolute control they exercised over their prisoners; they could give free rein to voyeuristic and sexually sadistic inclinations. To all this was added rape by the women’s guards: when a prisoner was discovered strangled in her cell, it was said that the Devil had come to collect his servant. By the time of their execution, many of the condemned women were no longer able to stand upright. But, although they might have been relieved to put an end to their torture, an appalling death still lay ahead. The demonologist Henry Boguet described the last hours of Clauda Jam-Guillaume, who found the strength to escape her funeral pyre three times. The executioner had not kept his promise to strangle her before the flames reached her, so she effectively forced him to honour his word: the third time, he knocked her out, so that she died unconscious.23


Either Denied or Glamorized


It is difficult not to conclude that the witch-hunts amounted to a war against women. And yet . . . Carol F. Karlsen, a specialist on the New England witch trials, deplores how her ‘gender analysis has been ignored, trivialized or obliquely challenged’ in the numerous publications, scholarly and generalist, that were written to mark the 300th anniversary of the Salem witch trials, in 1992.24 Anne L. Barstow considers it ‘as extraordinary as the historical facts themselves’25 that historians seem determined to deny that witch-hunts constituted ‘a burst of misogyny without parallel in Western history’.26 She cites the astounding contortions that her colleagues – male and female – will engage in to contradict conclusions arising from their own research. Guy Bechtel offers one illustration of this when, after describing the ‘demonization of women’ that preceded the witch-hunts, he asks, ‘Does this mean that anti-female sentiment explains the pyres?’ and then replies, decidedly, ‘Of course not.’27 In support of this conclusion, he calls on some rather weak arguments: first, ‘men too were burned’, and then, ‘anti-female attitudes – which developed from the end of the thirteenth century – substantially predated the period of the pyres’. Now, although some men were indeed victims of denunciation by ‘possessed’ women, as in the famous cases of Loudun and Louviers, the majority were only, as we have seen, accused of witchcraft by association with women, or otherwise as a secondary charge, this crime being added to other primary charges. As for the fact that anti-woman sentiment originated much earlier, we can instead read this as confirmation of the decisive role it came to play in these events. Centuries of hatred and obscurantism seem to have culminated in this wave of violence, born of fear in the face of the increasing space taken up by women in the social realm.


Jean Delumeau sees Alvarus Pelagius’s De Planctu Ecclesiae, which was written in about 1330 at the request of Pope John XXII, as the major document of clerical hostility towards women, a ‘call to take up holy war against the Devil’s female allies’ and the precursor of the Malleus Maleficarum. In this text, the Spanish Franciscan states, notably, that women, ‘beneath a humble exterior, hide a proud and wayward temperament, in which they resemble the Jews’, as Delumeau summarizes it.28 From the end of the medieval era, Bechtel states, ‘even the most unreligious texts are imbued with misogyny’.29 On this point, the Church fathers and their successors were, in any case, building on Greek and Roman traditions. Before Eve ate the forbidden fruit, Greek mythology’s Pandora had already opened the urn that held all the ills of humanity. Fledgling Christianity borrowed much from Stoicism, which was already opposed to pleasure and therefore to women. ‘No other group in the world has been so deeply and continually insulted,’ says Bechtel. Reading these texts, it can feel as though such rhetoric must inevitably, one day, lead to some kind of action on a grand scale. In 1593, a German pastor who was somewhat more peaceable than most became alarmed about the ‘little leaflets that peddle in all regions insults against women’, the reading of which ‘serves as a pastime for the idle’. He felt that ‘by dint of hearing and reading these things, our menfolk have become exasperated with women, and when they learn that one of them has been condemned to perish on the pyre, they cry: “A good thing too!”’30


‘Hysterics’ and ‘unfortunate women’: Barstow also highlights the condescension of many historians towards the victims of the witch-hunts. Colette Arnould finds the same attitude in Voltaire, who wrote of witchcraft, ‘Philosophy alone has at length cured men of this abominable delusion, and has taught judges that they should not burn the insane.’31 Whereas, she protests, the first victims of ‘the madness’ were the judges, and they did their work so well that their particular insanity became contagious.32 We also find instances of a victim-blaming reflex: studying the witch-hunts in southern Germany, eminent American scholar Erik Midelfort observes that the women seemed ‘to provoke somehow an intense misogyny at times’ and calls for further study as to ‘why that group attracted to itself the scapegoating mechanism’.33 Karlsen rejects the portraits often drawn of New England’s accused women, which, by dwelling on their ‘bad character’ or ‘deviant personality’, adopted the accusers’ point of view. She discerns here a manifestation of the ‘deeply embedded tendency in our society to hold women ultimately responsible for the violence committed against them’.34 Perhaps this contempt and these prejudices simply indicate that, although they would not condone them and although they do comprehend the horror of them, like Voltaire, those who make the witch-hunts the object of their study are nonetheless still products of the world that hunted those witches. Perhaps we should infer that the work required to expose how this episode transformed European societies is still only in its infancy.


The witch-hunts’ toll of human lives remains deeply disputed and will probably never be established with certainty. In the 1970s, there was talk of a million victims, or possibly many more. These days, we talk instead of between 50,000 and 100,000.35 These figures exclude those who were lynched, who committed suicide or who died in prison – whether from the effects of torture or due to the poor conditions of their imprisonment. Others who did not lose their lives were banished instead or saw their reputation and that of their family ruined. Yet all women, even those who were never accused, felt the effects of the witch-hunts. The public staging of the tortures, a powerful source of terror and collective discipline, induced all women to be discreet, docile and submissive – not to make any waves. What’s more, one way or another, they were compelled to assume the conviction that they were the incarnation of evil; they were forcibly persuaded of their own guilt and fundamental wickedness.


Thus the previously lively and supportive subculture among women in the Middle Ages came to an end, according to Barstow. For her, the rise of individualism – in the sense of an inward turn and focus on personal interests – over the period that followed should largely, in the case of women, be attributed to fear. There was plenty of encouragement for women to keep a low profile, as certain incidents show. In 1679, in Marchiennes, in France, Péronne Goguillon managed to escape a rape attempt by four drunk soldiers, who then made her promise to pay them to leave her in peace. When he reported the soldiers’ actions, Goguillon’s husband drew attention to his wife’s previously poor reputation; as a result, she was burned as a witch.36 Something similar happened in the case of Anna Göldi; her biographer, the Swiss journalist Walter Hauser, picked up the trail of a complaint about sexual harassment that she had made against the doctor who employed her as a servant. The latter had then accused her of witchcraft by way of counter-attack.37



From The Wizard of Oz to Starhawk



By reclaiming the story of the women accused of witchcraft, Western feminists have – whether deliberately or not – both perpetuated their subversive effect and defiantly reasserted the terrifying powers accorded them by their judges. ‘We are the granddaughters of the witches you weren’t able to burn,’ as the famous slogan goes; or, in 1970s Italy: ‘Tremble, tremble, the witches are back!’ (‘Tremate, tremate, le streghe son tornate!’) Feminists have also called for justice by fighting back against shallow and sugar-coated treatments of the witches’ story. In 1985, the German town of Gelnhausen turned its ‘witches’ tower’ into a tourist attraction – a building in which women accused of witchcraft had once been walled-up alive. The morning of the public opening, demonstrators dressed in white paraded around the edifice holding signs with the victims’ names.38 Whatever their origin, these awareness-raising efforts have sometimes paid off: in 2008, the Swiss canton of Glarus officially exonerated Anna Göldi, thanks to her biographer’s persistence, and dedicated a museum to her.39 Freiburg and Cologne, in Germany, and Nieuport, in Belgium, all followed suit. In 2013, Norway unveiled the Steilneset Memorial, a collaboration between architect Peter Zumthor and artist Louise Bourgeois that pays homage to ninety-one people on the very site where they were burned in the northern county of Finnmark.


The first feminist to disinter the witches’ story and to claim this title for herself was the American Matilda Joslyn Gage, who fought for women’s right to vote and also for the rights of Native Americans and the abolition of slavery – she was given a prison sentence for helping slaves to escape. In Woman, Church and State (1893), she offered a feminist reading of the witch-hunts: ‘When for “witches” we read “women”, we gain fuller comprehension of the cruelties inflicted by the church upon this portion of humanity.’40 Gage inspired the character of Glinda, the good witch in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, which was written by her son-in-law, L. Frank Baum. When he adapted the novel for cinema in 1939, Victor Fleming created the first ‘good witch’ in popular culture.41


Then, on All Hallows’ Eve 1968, in New York, the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell (‘WITCH’) movement took to the streets, its members parading down Wall Street and dancing, hand in hand, dressed in black cloaks, outside the Stock Exchange. ‘With closed eyes and lowered heads, the women incanted the Berber Yell (sacred to Algerian witches) and proclaimed the coming demise of various stocks. A few hours later, the market closed 1.5 points down, and the following day it dropped 5 points,’ according to the account published a few years later by Robin Morgan, one of the witches.42 Yet she also highlights their striking ignorance, at the time, of the history of witches:


We demanded an audience with Satan, our superior, at the Stock Exchange – an ignorant faux pas which now makes me cringe: the members of the Old Religion never worshipped Satan. They were followers of a tripartite Goddess: it was the Christian church who invented Satan and then claimed that witches were Satanists. We had bitten the patriarchal bait on that one, and on so many others . . . We were plain dumb. But we were dumb with style.43


It’s true: photos from the occasion provide ample evidence. In France, among the highlights of our second wave of feminism was the launch of Sorcières (‘Witches’) magazine, published in Paris from 1976 to 1982 under the editorship of Xavière Gauthier, and including contributions from Hélène Cixous, Marguerite Duras, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, Nancy Huston and Annie Leclerc, among other stars of French feminist thought.44 And we must not forget the very lovely songs of Anne Sylvestre who, in addition to her children’s nursery rhymes, created a substantial repertoire of feminist work, particularly encapsulated in her 1975 album Une sorcière comme les autres (‘A witch like any other’).*


In 1979, The Spiral Dance, Starhawk’s first book, was published in the US. This was to become a key reference work on the neopagan cult of the Goddess. The name of this Californian witch – who was born Miriam Simos in 1951 – would reach European ears only in 1999, on the occasion of Starhawk and her friends’ much discussed participation in the demonstrations against the World Trade Organization ministerial conference in Seattle, which itself marked a key date in the early days of the anti-globalization movement. In 2003, publisher Philippe Pignarre and philosopher Isabelle Stengers published Femmes, magie et politique, the first French translation of one of Starhawk’s books, originally published in English as Dreaming the Dark: Magic, Sex and Politics (first published in 1982). When, in an online group, I happened to mention an article I’d written about this book, I unleashed enraged sarcasm from another subscriber, a thriller writer who couldn’t find words sufficiently damning to describe the pit of despair into which the notion of ‘neopagan witchcraft’ plunged him. Fifteen years later, his opinion may not have changed, but my reference has lost much of its perceived absurdity. These days, witches are everywhere. In the US, they take part in the Black Lives Matter movement, put spells on Donald Trump, protest against white supremacists and against those who question a woman’s right to abortion. In Portland, Oregon, and elsewhere, groups are reviving WITCH. In France, in 2015, Isabelle Cambourakis created a new feminist list within her brother’s eponymous publishing house, calling it Sorcières – ‘Witches’. And she opened the list with a republication of the French edition of Dreaming the Dark (she chose to keep the original title, Rêver l’obscur), which was much better received on this occasion than it had been the first time round – especially as the French translation of Federici’s Caliban and the Witch had also just been published. What’s more, at the September 2017 demonstrations against labour law reforms in France, a feminist and anarchist ‘Witch Bloc’ paraded in pointed hats under the banner ‘Macron au chaudron’ – ‘Macron for the cauldron’.


Misogynists too, as ever, appear to be obsessed with the figure of the witch. ‘Feminism encourages women to leave their husbands, kill their children, practise witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians,’ the American televangelist Pat Robertson railed as recently as 1992, in a speech that remains famous (and prompted many to respond, ‘Where do we sign up?’). During the 2016 US presidential campaign, the hatred shown towards Hillary Clinton far outstripped even the most virulent criticisms that could legitimately be pinned on her. She was linked with ‘evil’ and widely compared to a witch, which is to say that she was attacked as a woman, not as a political leader. After her defeat, some of those critics dug out the song ‘Ding Dong, the Witch is Dead’, sung in The Wizard of Oz to celebrate the Witch of the East’s death – a jingle already revived in the UK at the time of Margaret Thatcher’s death in 2013. This reference was brandished not only by Donald Trump’s electors, but also by supporters of Bernie Sanders, Clinton’s main rival in the primaries. On Sanders’ official site, a fundraising initiative was announced under the punning title ‘Bern the Witch’ – an announcement that the Vermont senator’s campaign team took down as soon as it was brought to his attention. Continuing this series of limp quips, the conservative commentator Rush Limbaugh quipped, ‘She’s a witch with a capital B’ – he can’t have known that, at the Salem witch trials in the seventeenth century, a key figure had already exploited this consonance by calling his servant, Sarah Churchill, who was one of his accusers, ‘bitch witch’. In reaction, female Democrat voters started sporting badges calling themselves ‘Witches for Hillary’ or ‘Hags for Hillary’.45


Over the last few years, there has been a substantive change in the way French feminists approach the figure of the witch. The publisher’s initial description of Starhawk’s Dreaming the Dark read:


In France, those who engage in politics have grown used to distrusting everything to do with spirituality, which was rapidly written off as part of far-right discourse. Magic and politics do not sit naturally together, so when women choose to call themselves witches, they shed all that they consider mere superstition and old-fashioned ideas and retain only the persecution that once beset them at the hands of patriarchal authorities.46


Today, this observation is no longer true. In France, as in the US, young feminists – a group that includes gay and trans people – comfortably proclaim their use of magic. Between the summer of 2017 and spring of 2018, French journalist and writer Jack Parker published Witch, Please, ‘the modern witch’s newsletter’, with thousands of subscribers. In it she shared photos of her altar and her personal spell books, interviews with other witches and recommendations for rituals linked to the positions of the stars and the moon’s phases.


These new witches maintain no shared liturgy: ‘As witchcraft is a practice, it has no need of organized religious worship, although it can easily be combined with one,’ explains Mæl, a French witch. ‘There is no fundamental incompatibility, here. Indeed, we find witches coming from the big monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) as well as atheist and agnostic witches, but also witches adhering to pagan and neopagan religions (polytheists, Wiccans, Hellenists, etc.).’47 Starhawk – who operates within the very broad church of the neopagan religion, Wicca – also advocates the invention of new rituals as the need arises. She describes, for instance, how the ritual with which she and her friends now celebrate the winter solstice began when they decided to light a great fire on the beach and then plunged together into the ocean, hands in the air, chanting and making jubilant cries:


On one of the first Solstices I celebrated with my early women’s coven, we went to the beach to watch the sunset before our evening ritual. One woman said, “Let’s take off our clothes and jump in. Come on, I dare you!” “You’re out of your mind,” I remember saying, but we did it anyway. After a few years, it occurred to us to light a fire, staving off hypothermia, and so a tradition was born. (Do something once, it’s an experiment. Do it twice, and it’s a tradition.)48



Visitors at Nightfall



How to explain this new trend? Those who are practising witchcraft today grew up with the Harry Potter books, but also with the Charmed series – whose heroines are three witch sisters – and Buffy the Vampire Slayer – in which shy schoolgirl Willow becomes a powerful witch – which may have played a part in this turnaround. Paradoxically, magic now seems a very pragmatic solution, a life-affirming jump-start, a way of anchoring ourselves in the world and in our own lives at a time when everything seems to be conspiring to destabilize us and exploit our vulnerabilities. In her 16 July 2017 newsletter, Jack Parker refused to decide one way or the other on the question of ‘placebo effect versus genuine ancestral magic’:


What’s important is that it works and that it does us good, right? [. . .] We are always looking for life’s meaning, for meaning in our own lives, and why and how and where-am-I-going and who-am-I and what-will-I-become, so if we can hang on to two or three things that reassure us and that we can get the knack of along the way, why reject them out of hand?


Without having a magical practice in the literal sense myself, I feel that there is something in this that I have tried to advocate elsewhere: time to oneself, regular withdrawals from the world, confidence in letting the forces of imagination and reverie take over.49 With its insistence on positive thinking and its invitation to ‘discover your inner goddess’, the witchcraft trend forms a completely distinct sub-genre within the vast realm of self-improvement. There is a fine line between the self-help aspect – which leans heavily on spirituality – and feminism and political empowerment, both of which entail the critique of systems of oppression; however, precisely on that fine line, things are happening that are unquestionably worthy of our attention.


Perhaps the ever more visible ecological catastrophe has also diminished the prestige and the bullying power of our technocratic society, thus removing previously inhibiting factors for would-be witches. When a system for apprehending the world which presents itself as supremely rational ends up destroying humanity’s fundamental, life-supporting substrate, we may be (over)due a reboot of our standard classifications of what is rational and what irrational. Indeed, the mechanistic view of the world reveals an understanding of science that no longer applies. Far from relegating them to the realm of fantasy or writing them off as charlatans, the most recent scientific discoveries actually converge with the witches’ intuitions. Starhawk writes that, ‘Modern physics no longer speaks of separate, discrete atoms of dead matter, but of waves of energy, probabilities, patterns that change as they are observed; it recognizes what Shamans and Witches have always known: that matter and energy are not separate forces, but different forms of the same thing.’50 Just as Starhawk saw then, so we are now seeing the reinforcement of all kinds of domination, symbolized by the election to lead the world’s most powerful country of a billionaire who unashamedly professes misogyny and racism – such that, once again, magic can be a weapon for the oppressed. The witch appears at nightfall, just when everything seems to be lost. It is she who can uncover reserves of fresh hope amid the depths of despair. ‘When we set a new course, all the powers of life and growth and regeneration will be flowing with us. And when we ally with those powers, miracles can happen,’ Starhawk wrote in 2005, in an account of her time spent in New Orleans helping the survivors of Hurricane Katrina.51 


The confrontation between those who defend the rights of women and sexual minorities and those who adhere to reactionary ideologies is increasingly fraught. On 6 September 2017, in Louisville, Kentucky, the local WITCH group demonstrated in support of the state’s last abortion clinic, which was threatened with closure, claiming that ‘American religious fanatics [have been] crucifying women’s rights since the 1600s’.52 The effect is a strange cultural climate combining technological sophistication with oppressive traditionalism, and it is nicely depicted in the series The Handmaid’s Tale, adapted from Margaret Atwood’s novel of the same name. It was in this context that, in February 2017, a group of witches – among them, the singer Lana Del Rey – agreed to meet at the foot of Trump Tower in New York to try to bring about the President’s impeachment. The organizers asked members to bring a black thread, sulphur, feathers, salt, an orange candle and a white one, and an ‘unflattering’ photo of Donald Trump.53 In reaction, Christian nationalists invited their adherents to counteract this spiritual offensive by reciting a psalm from the Book of David. They spread the word on Twitter with the hashtag #PrayerResistance. A strange moment indeed . . .


In a (rather left-field) report published in August 2015, the New York design agency K-Hole announced that it had identified a new cultural trend: ‘chaos magic’. And they weren’t wrong. Alex Mar, who wrote an account, published that same year, of the million American followers of pagan traditions,54 described how, ‘When I started working on [the book], I would talk to people about the project and be met with blank looks . . . Then by the time the book came out, I was being accused of riding a trend.’55 Whether a spiritual and/or a political practice, witchcraft is also an aesthetic, a fashion . . . and a lucrative money-spinner. It has its hashtags on Instagram and its virtual aisles on Etsy, its influencers and its indie entrepreneurs, selling their spells, candles, grimoires, superfoods, essential oils and crystals online. Witchcraft is a fashion inspiration; the big brands are adopting and adapting it. And there’s nothing surprising in this: after all, capitalism is always engaged in selling back to us in product form all that it has first destroyed. But there may also be a natural affinity at work here. In 1970, Jean Baudrillard highlighted the degree to which the ideology of consumption was impregnated with magical thinking, writing of a ‘mentality based on miraculous thinking’.56 In its report, K-Hole sets up a parallel between the logic of magic and that of brand strategy: ‘Like branding, Chaos Magic is mostly concerned with inception. But where branding is about implanting ideas in the brains of an audience, Chaos Magic is about implanting ideas into your own.’ Magic has its symbols and mantras; brands have their logos and slogans.57


Even before witchcraft turned into a profitable concept, we may consider that the cosmetics industry, in particular, had succeeded in exploiting an obscure nostalgia for magic found among many women, by selling them its pots and phials, its miraculous ingredients, its promises of transformation and its immersion in a world of enchantment. This mode is flagrantly pursued by the French brand Garancia, whose products are called ‘Bewitching Oil with Super Powers’, ‘Magic Spritz’, ‘Eau de Sourcellerie’ (a pun on eau de source, meaning ‘spring water’, and sorcellerie, meaning ‘witchcraft’), ‘Diabolic Tomato’, ‘The Sorcerers’ Masked Ball’ and ‘Redness Begone!’ But we also find this tendency with the luxury natural cosmetics brand Susanne Kaufmann: its founder is an Austrian who grew up in the ‘idyllic’ Bregenzerwald. As a little girl, she was ‘immersed in an understanding of the local traditions and the beauty and wellness benefits that could be found in the plants that grew in abundance in the area’.58 Similarly, the word ‘glamour’ (like the French word charme) has lost its former meaning of ‘spell’, to retain only the meanings ‘beauty’ or ‘glow’; it is now associated with showbiz and the women’s magazine whose title it provides. ‘Patriarchy has stolen our cosmos and returned it in the form of Cosmopolitan magazine and cosmetics,’ American philosopher Mary Daly says, in a nutshell.59


The daily beauty routine, a perennial feature of women’s magazines, in which a woman in the public eye describes the ways she takes care of her skin and, more broadly, her figure and her health, generates a fascination that is very widely shared (by me too). YouTube channels and websites (the best known being the American site, Into the Gloss) are dedicated to the subject, and it even pops up on the feminist media platforms. Cosmetics are a jungle, demanding a lot of time, energy and money if you’re to come through it alive, and these beauty-routine pieces play their part in keeping female consumers in there, maintaining their obsessions with brands and products. Implying the cultivation of special expertise, secrets passed down from woman to woman (reference is often made to what the interviewee has learned from her mother), knowledge of active ingredients and protocols, and discipline – yet also lending a feeling of order, control and pleasure within a sometimes chaotic everyday grind – the ‘daily routine’ could well be seen as a watered-down form of the witches’ initiation. We talk elsewhere of beauty ‘rituals’, and of those who master them as ‘high priestesses’.


How This Story Has Shaped Our World


The pages that follow will not, however, spend much time on contemporary witchcraft, at least not in its literal sense. What I’m interested in, given the story that I have roughly sketched out here, is rather to explore the afterlife of the witch-hunts in Europe and the US. The hunts both translated and amped up prejudices about women, especially the stigma that attaches to some women. The hunts effectively repressed certain behaviours and lifestyles. We have inherited these representations as they have been forged and perpetuated over centuries. The negative associations continue to produce, at best, censorship and self-censorship, and barriers wherever we turn; at worst, hostility and even violence. And even if there were a genuine and widely shared desire for a critical analysis, we have no alternative with which to replace these historical associations. As Françoise d’Eaubonne writes: ‘Our contemporaries are shaped by events they may know nothing about and which may not even be remembered by others; yet this does not mean they could not have been different and would not have thought quite differently, had those events not happened.’60


The field is vast, and I shall focus on only four aspects of the story. First, there is the blow dealt to all forms of women’s independence (chapter 1). Among those accused of witchcraft, we will note the over-representation of single women and widows – that is, of women not formally bound and subordinate to a man.61 In this period, women were driven out of roles they had been used to occupying in the world of work. They were expelled from businesses; professional apprenticeship was formalized and women were thereby denied access. Women living alone, in particular, were subjected to ‘unbearable economic pressure’.62 In Germany, the widows of master craftsmen were no longer permitted to continue their husbands’ work. As for married women, the reintroduction of Roman law in Europe from the eleventh century formalized their juridical ineligibility; a small margin of autonomy remained to them, but this was finally formally closed off in the sixteenth century. Jean Bodin, whose delightful sideline in demonology we conveniently forget, remains famous for his political treatise, the Six Books of the Republic (1576). Yet, as Armelle Le Bras-Chopard remarks, his analysis is distinguished by its view that the well-governed family and well-governed state, both guaranteed by masculine authority, will create a cycle of mutual reinforcement – which may not be unrelated to his obsession with witches. The married woman’s social debarment would be formalized in France with the civil law of 1804. The witch-hunts had by then fulfilled their function: there was no further need to burn women alleged to be witches; now, the law ‘enabled the curtailment of all women’s independence’.63 Nowadays, despite being legally and practically sanctioned, women’s independence continues to elicit general scepticism. Women’s bond with men and with children, carried out in the mode of selflessness, is still considered the core of their identity. The way girls are brought up and socialized teaches them to avoid isolation and leaves their faculty for independence largely undeveloped. Behind the famous figure of the ‘spinster with a cat’, left behind by her peers and the object of pity and derision, we can detect the shadow of the fearsome witch of the bad old days, flanked by her diabolical familiar.


Over the same period as the witch-hunts, we also see the criminalization of contraception and abortion. In France, a law issued in 1556 obliged all pregnant women to declare their pregnancy and to ensure a witness at the birth. Infanticide in France became a crimen exceptum – ‘an exceptional crime that was not subject to regular judicial procedures or standards of proof’64 – a status even witchcraft was not accorded there.65 Among the accusations made against ‘witches’, murder of infants came up frequently; it was often said that witches consumed children’s cadavers at their sabbaths. The witch becomes the ‘antimother’. Many of the accused were healers who played the role of midwife – but who also used to help women wishing to prevent or terminate a pregnancy. For Federici, the witch-hunts paved the way for the gendered labour division required by capitalism, reserving remunerated work for men and assigning to women the birthing and education of the future labour-force.66 This division has endured into the present day: women are free to have children or not . . . on condition they choose to have them. Those who choose not to are often likened to heartless creatures, obscurely evil and malevolent towards the children of others (chapter 2).


The witch-hunts also branded a very negative image of old women deep into the collective consciousness (chapter 3). Of course, very young ‘witches’ were burned, and even children of seven or eight, girls and boys, but older women, considered both repugnant to look at and especially dangerous due to their experience, became the ‘favoured victims of the witch-hunts’.67 Gage wrote: ‘Instead of the tenderness and care due to aged women, they were so frequently accused of witchcraft that for years it was an unusual thing for an old woman in the north of Europe to die in her bed.’68 The hate-filled obsession with old women shown by painters (Quentin Metsys, Hans Baldung, Niklaus Manuel Deutsch) and poets (Ronsard, Du Bellay) can be explained by the cult of youth that flourished at this time and by the simple fact that women were now beginning to live longer. Moreover, the privatization of land that had been common space – known in the UK as ‘enclosure’, part of the early amassing of property that prepared the ground for capitalism – was especially damaging for women. Men were more easily able to access remunerated work, which became the sole means of subsistence. Women depended disproportionately on common land, on areas where it was possible to graze cows, to gather firewood or herbs.69 The enclosure process both dissolved their independence and, for all who could not count on their children’s support, reduced the oldest among them to begging. Although occasionally freer in her behaviour and her speech, as soon as she turned into a mouth not worth feeding, the post-menopausal woman became a millstone round the neck of her community. These women were believed to be subject to even stronger sexual urges than in their youth, hence they were driven to seek copulation with the Devil; in them, desire was considered grotesque and repulsive. Nowadays, given that women are considered to wither with time, whereas men age attractively, and given that age exacts penalties on women’s sexual and married lives, and that, for women, the competition for youthfulness has taken on an ever more desperate tone, we may assume that the representations of old women during the witch-hunts continue to haunt us, from Goya’s witches to those of Walt Disney. One way or another, old age in women remains ugly, shameful, threatening and satanic.


According to Federici’s analysis, the subjugation of women required by capitalist systems occurred in parallel with that of peoples branded ‘inferior’, who, enslaved and colonized, became providers of free resources and free labour.70 But capitalism also entailed the systematic plundering of natural resources and the establishment of a new conception of knowledge. The emerging new science was arrogant and imbued with contempt for femininity, which was associated with irrationality, sentimentality and hysteria, as well as with a natural world requiring domination (chapter 4). Modern medicine, in particular, was built on this model, and the witch-hunts enabled the official doctors of the period to eliminate competition from female healers – despite their being broadly more competent than the doctors. The legacy for healthcare today includes a systematically aggressive stance towards patients, and especially towards female patients, as shown by the mistreatment and violence exposed over recent years, particularly through social media. Our enshrinement of a single ‘correct view’, often less rational than it appears, and our aggressive stance on nature, now so ordinary we hardly notice it, have always been dubious – a serious critique is needed more urgently now than ever, as we face global warming and the increasing destruction of nature. Such challenges to the status quo sometimes arise without any reference to gender, but sometimes they are formulated from a feminist angle. Indeed, some female thinkers consider it essential that the two tyrannies that were imposed together be toppled together. In addition to challenging the inequities they encounter within the system, they are daring to oppose the system itself: their aim is to overturn a symbolic order and a system of knowledge that were explicitly built to work against them.


Eating the Sailor of Hydra’s Heart


It would be impossible to provide a comprehensive coverage of any of these subjects in a single volume. I shall provide only, for each of them, a route through, with my thoughts and readings offered as stages along the way. In doing so, I will be drawing on the work of the women writers who, to my mind, best represent a challenge to the barriers described above – for, leading an independent life, growing old and retaining control of one’s body remain, in many ways, off-limits for women. In short, I’ll be relying on the work of those who are, for me, modern witches, whose strength and perspicacity spur me on, just as Flutter Mildweather did when I was a child, helping to ward off the heavy artillery of the patriarchy and to navigate between its strictures. Whether or not they define themselves as feminists, these women refuse to give up the full exercise of their abilities and their liberty, the exploration of their desires and potential; they will not sacrifice the full enjoyment of their own lives. They thereby lay themselves open to social punishment, which may happen simply through the unthinking reactions and condemnations of those around them, so deep-rooted is the narrow definition of what a woman should be. Reassessing the prohibitions that they subvert will allow us to measure both the everyday oppression we experience and the audacity of those who dare to live differently.


I have written elsewhere – and only half-jokingly – that I was stepping up to found the ‘scaredy-cat’ branch of feminism.71 I am a nice, well-brought-up, middle-class woman and I hate to make myself stand out in a crowd. I stick my head above the parapet solely when I can do nothing else, when my convictions and aspirations force me to. I write books like this one to boost my courage. Hence, I do appreciate the galvanizing power of role models. A few years ago, a magazine interviewed a selection of women of all ages, none of whom dyed their white hair – an apparently banal decision, but one that instantly revives shades of witchery. One of the women, the designer Annabelle Adie, recalled the shock she’d had on discovering Marie Seznec, a young model for Christian Lacroix in the 1980s, whose hair was completely white: ‘When I saw her at a fashion show, I was floored. I was in my twenties and already going grey. She confirmed my determination: no dye, ever!’72 More recently, the fashion journalist Sophie Fontanel wrote a book about her own decision to stop dyeing her hair; she called it Une apparition (‘an appearance’ or ‘an apparition’). Her ‘apparitions’ are of both the dazzling person who had been hidden by the dye, and the impressive white-haired woman on a café terrace, the sight of whom prompted Fontanel to take the plunge.73 In the 1970s, in the US, The Mary Tyler Moore Show put the real-life figure of Moore – a happily single journalist – centre stage, and proved a revelation for many female viewers. In 2009, Katie Couric, who in 2006 became the first solo female presenter on one of America’s major evening news programmes, remembered: ‘I saw this woman out on her own, making a life for herself, and I always thought: I want into that.’74 Retracing the path that led to her not having a child, the writer Pam Houston describes the influence of Nan Nowik, her tutor in feminist studies at the University of Denison, Ohio, in 1980: tall and elegant, she wore IUDs as earrings . . .75


Back from a trip to Hydra, a Greek girlfriend tells me that, on display in the local museum, she saw the embalmed heart of the Hydriot sailor who most fiercely fought off the Turks. ‘Do you think, if we were to eat it, we could become as brave as he was?’ she asks me, thoughtfully. But there’s no need for such extreme steps: when you want to channel someone else’s potency, an encounter with an image or a thought of theirs can be enough to produce spectacular effects. In the way women have of helping each other out, offering each other a leg-up – whether deliberately or unwittingly – we can see the exact opposite of the logic of ostentation that rules the gossip columns and endless Instagram feeds: not keeping up the illusion of a perfect life – good for nothing but exciting envy and frustration, and even self-hatred and despair – but instead extending a generous invitation to constructive and stimulating self-fashioning, without wishing away our flaws and weaknesses. The former attitude dominates the vast and lucrative competition for the title of best representative of traditional femininity – the fashion plate, the mother and/or mistress of the perfect home. The latter attitude, on the other hand, fosters divergence from these models. It shows that it’s possible to live and flourish outside them, and that, contrary to what the subtly intimidating discourse would have us believe, perdition does not await as soon as we stray from the straight and narrow. There is doubtless always an element of idealization or delusion in the belief that others ‘know’, that they are party to a secret that eludes us, but, at least in this case, rather than depressing or paralysing us, this is an idealization that can lend us wings.


Some of the photos of the American intellectual Susan Sontag (1933–2004) show her with a thick streak of white in the midst of her dark hair. That streak was the sign of a partial albinism. Fontanel, who is affected by the same phenomenon, describes how, in Burgundy, in 1460, a woman called Yolande was burned as a witch: upon having her head shaved, she was found to have an area of depigmentation related to this albinism, which appeared to her accusers as the Devil’s mark. I recently came across one of those Sontag photos again. I realized that I find her beautiful, despite, twenty-five-odd years ago, having seen something hard, something disturbing about her. At the time, although I hadn’t articulated it, she reminded me of the hideous and terrifying Cruella de Vil, in Disney’s One Hundred and One Dalmatians. Simply identifying this connection conjured away the shadow of the evil witch that had been skewing my perception of this woman and all who look like her.


In her book, Fontanel lists the reasons she finds her white hair beautiful: ‘White like so many beautiful white things: the whitewashed walls of Greece, Carrara marble, white sand beaches, mother-of-pearl in their shells, chalk on a blackboard, a bath of milk, the glow of a kiss, a snow-covered slope, Cary Grant’s head as he accepts his honorary Oscar, my mother taking me out to see the snow, the winter’.76 So many references that gently dissipate associations with ideas arising from a deeply misogynist past. I find a kind of magic in this. In a documentary about his life and work, Alan Moore, who created the graphic book V for Vendetta, said:


I believe that magic is art, and that art . . . is literally magic. Art is, like magic, the science of manipulating symbols, words or images, to achieve changes in consciousness . . . Indeed, to cast a spell is simply to spell, to manipulate words, to change people’s consciousness, and this is why I believe that an artist or writer is the closest thing in the contemporary world to a shaman.77


To try to dig out, from among the strata of accumulated images and discourses, what we take to be immutable truths, to shine a light on the arbitrary and contingent nature of the views to which we are unwittingly in thrall, and to replace them with others that allow us to live fully realized lives, that surround us in positive feedback: this is a kind of witchcraft I would be happy to practise for the rest of my life.
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