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ETYMOLOGY

1. Witch: from Old English wicce (mas. wicca) - from Old English verb wiccian (meaning, “to 

practice witchcraft”) – from Proto-Indo-European root weyk – (meanings, “separate” or 

“consecrate”). 

2. Magic: from Greek mageia (rituals performed by a magos or magoi). Magos comes from the 

Persian word makuš.

3. Related Greek words for witches and  witchcraft – goētes for “sorcerers” or illusionists, 

pharmaka for spells and drugs administered by witches and nekuomanteia meaning 

“necromancy”. 

4. Hebrew term for a witch is mekhashefah, meaning “sorceress”. 



WITCHES IN POPULAR IMAGINATION

Malevolent. Practice black magic.

Have power over weather. Can conjure storms, hails, diseases, and evil spirits.

 Often imagined as ugly old hags in conical or pointed hats. 

Fly on broomsticks and sail on sieves. 

Are accompanied by familiars - evil spirits in the form of animals like black cats and 

toads.

Live alone in dilapidated cottages. 

Harm the innocent. Especially, the young.

Sometimes accused of cannibalism – Hansel and Gretel, Baba Yaga stories. 



STRICTURES AGAINST WITCHCRAFT IN
THE OLD TESTAMENT

1. Exodus 22:18:  “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.”

2. Leviticus 19:26: ” Ye shall not eat any thing with the blood: neither shall ye use enchantment, nor 

observe times.”

3. Leviticus 20:27:  “A man also or woman that hath a familiar spirit, or that is a wizard, shall surely be 

put to death: they shall stone them with stones: their blood shall be upon them.”

4. Deuteronomy 18: 10 - 11: There shall not be found among you any one that maketh his son or his 

daughter to pass through the fire, or that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, 

or a witch. Or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer.”

5. 1 Samuel 15: 23: “For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity and 

idolatry.” 

6. Micah 5:12: “And I will cut off witchcrafts out of thine hand; and thou shalt have no more 

soothsayers.” 



CONDEMNATION OF WITCHCRAFT IN 
THE NEW TESTAMENT

1. Galatians 5: 19 -21: “Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; 

Adultery, fornication, uncleanliness, lasciviousness, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, … 

they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of god.” 

2. Revelation 21:8: “But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and 

murderers, and  whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all liars, shall 

have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone …”



THROUGH WITCH-HUNTERS’ EYES

1. Agents of Satan. Often accused of worshipping non-Christian Gods (sometimes, 

nowadays, Hindu Deities).

2. Engage in anti-Christian conspiracies. Try to destroy Christianity.

3. Practice maleficium – harming with magic.

4. Most practitioners are women, though males can practice witchcraft too. 

5. Often accompanied by familiars – evil spirits in the form of lower animals.

6. Females apparently have an extra nipple which they use to nurse the familiar spirits 

– “witch’s tit” – mark of their pact with the devil.

7. Purportedly gather at “witches’ sabbath” to worship the devil and perform rituals.

8. During such sabbaths, they swear allegiance to the devil by kissing hm on his anus. 

They also copulate with demons. 



WITCHES AS WORSHIPPERS OF HINDU DEITIES: 
TWENTIETH CENTURY REPRESENTATIONS

Tales from the Crypt:

Judy, Your’e not yourself today

Chillers:

Get what you give



WITCHES’ SABBATH 
“[B}efore they go to the Sabbat they anoint themselves upon some part of their bodies with an

unguent made from various foul and filthy ingredients … and so anointed they are carried away on

a cowl-staff, or a broom, or a reed, or a cleft stick … which things they ride.

The devil is the president of the Assembly and sits on a throne in some terrible shape … and they

approach him to adore him … then they offer him pitch black candles, or infants’ navel cords; and

kiss him upon the buttocks in sign of homage.

[T]he fixed time for the nocturnal assembly of witches is one or two hours before 

midnight,

… the feasts are all foul either in appearance or in smell … there is plenty of everything 

except bread and salt. 

… in the foulest manner they copulate with their demon lovers.”

(From Compendium Maleficarum, p. 33- 38)



WITCHES’ SABBATH (1798) BY FRANCISCO DE GOYA



LEGAL ASPECTS
1. A crime – either as felony (England) or as heresy or false belief (Catholic Countries).

2. Persecution of witches: under Roman emperor Valens (367 CE) - Salic law – Visigoth's law –

Kenneth I of Scotland – Athelstan of England – Pope Gregory IX’s papal bull “Vox in Rama” 

(1233) – Pope Innocent VIII’s bull “Summis desiderantes affectibus” (1484) – the Inquisition. 

3. Heinrich Kramer: Malleus Maleficarum [Hammer of Witches] (1486).

4. Henry VIII’s ‘Witchcraft Act 1541’ – first formal law against witchcraft.

5. Punishment: excommunication, confiscation of property, banishment, imprisonment and 

execution.

6. Hanging and immolation (burning at stakes) - the most common methods used to execute 

witches. 

7. Witches and wizards were often tortured to extract confessions. 



DETECTING WITCHCRAFT: TORTURE METHODS AND DEVICES

1. Territio – mildest form, a view of torture devices.

2. Tormentum Insomniae – sleep deprivation.

3. Torture devices:

a. Strappado – hanging the suspect by his/her arms tied at the back (no.

2)

b. Squassation – the strappado with weights attached

c. Thumbscrew – for crushing the thumb (no. 3)

d. Leg-clamp – for the legs (no. 4)

e. Red hot pincer – (no. 5)

f. The rack – for stretching the body (no. 6)

g. The Iron Maiden - to impale the victim (no. 1), though may be mythical.

4. Peine forte et dure (pressing or crushing with stones), immersion in water, 

were some other methods used. 



PERSECUTIONS: SOME DATA

ca. 323 BCE – Greece – Theoris of Lemnos was executed with her children on charge

of witchcraft.

31 - 33 BCE – Rome - The Senate periodically expelled sorcerers and soothsayers.

367 CE – Rome – Valens’ crusade against witchcraft – “large number of persons …

were put to death” (Summers xi).

415 CE – Alexandria – The female scientist and Neoplatonist philosopher Hypatia

was cruelly murdered by a Christian mob, allegedly on the charge of witchcraft.

15th to 19th century Europe and America – 90,000 to 1,00,000 trials. Thousands of

executions.

1782 CE – Switzerland – Anna Goeldi was executed. She is now recognized as the last

person to be officially tried and executed for witchcraft in Western Europe.

1878 CE – Salem – The Second Salem witch trial or the Ipswich witchcraft trial – the

last witchcraft trial held in the United States. The case was dismissed.



MAP OF SALEM (1692)



SALEM WITCH TRIAL (1692-93): SOME 
FACTS

1. More than 200 accused, 19 executed, 1 (Giles Corey) tortured to death.

2. Revd. Samuel Parris became the first ordained minister of Salem village in 1689 

CE.

3. Main accusers: Elizabeth Parris, Abigail Williams and Ann Putnam, Jr.

4. Primary accused: the Caribbean slave Tituba, the beggar Sarah Good, and the 

indigent Sarah Osborne.

5. Judges: William Stoughton,  Jonathan Corwin, John Hathorne, Samuel Sewall, John 

Richards, Peter Sargent, Waitstill Winthrop and Bartholomew Gedney. 

6. First person executed: Bridget Bishop (10 June 1692).

7. Animal victims: 2 dogs executed by the witch hunters. 

8. In 1702, the Massachusetts’ General Court declared the trials illegal. 

9. Today, Salem village has become Danvers in Massachusetts. The Salem town has 

become today’s Salem.



WITCHCRAFT: CONTEMPORARY SITUATION

1. Witchcraft has reemerged in Europe and America as a religious practice.

2. Wicca – a modern, Neo-pagan religion - emerged in England in the 1950s.  Ipsita 

Roy Chakraverti is the most famous Wiccan priestess and self-proclaimed ‘witch’ in 

India. 

3. Satanism – Founded by Anton LaVey in 1966 - challenges negative connotations 

once typically associated with witchcraft.

4. Soap operas like Bewitched (1964 – 1972) present witches and wizards in a positive 

light. 

5. Adorable comic book witches like Wendy  and Sabrina had demolished the 

negative stereotyping of witchcraft, long before Rowling’s Harry Potter. 

6. In India, “The Prevention and Prohibition of Witch-branding and Witch-hunting Bill” 

(2022) was introduced to prevent witch-hunting. At present, the states of Jharkhand 

and Chhattisgarh criminalize witch-hunting.

7. However, some countries like Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Cameroon, Brunei and 

Indonesia continue to criminalize witchcraft. 



FUN FACTS

Fascination - from Latin fascinum, meaning a charm or an evil spell.

Fascinate - from Latin fascinare, meaning “to bewitch”.

Glamour  - from Scots word glamer - a variant of grammar. In the Middle Ages, 

grammar was associated with occult practices. 

Hag - meaning a ‘witch’ or an ‘old woman’ - from Old English haegtisse meaning “a 

witch”.

Easter Witch: In Sweden, children dress as witches on the Thursday or Saturday 

before the Easter. They visit homes to greet people and receive candies. 
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THE END


