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witch-hunter who suffered the law's pl: n.dty; and wttchcraft had come to 
be represented as a co nflic t not between God and Satan but between 
civilized gentlemen, flanked by C hurch and State, and brutal rustics. Some 
forty years after the event, the parson-naturalist Gilbert White echoed the 
moral: noting 'it is the hardest thing in the world to shake off superstitious 
prejudices', he invited readers to remember the 'practices too gross for this 
enlightened age' perpetrated at Tring (TI1e Trial, 1751; The R emarkable 
Confession, 1751; White, 1989: 265-6) . 

There was of course nothing new about scepticism: witchcraft w as 
inherently implausible, critics had long argued; it depended on cozening 
and credulity, and had no cast-iron Biblical warrant. But early opponents 
of witch-trials, like the physician Johan Wier, whose De praestigiis dae
monum appeared in 1563, had been arguing from within the same doctrinal 
framework as the witch-hunters, accepting the reality of Satan and spirits, 
if challenging them on malgicium, sabbats and the like. So long as 
Reformation and Tridentine doctrines remained authoritative, witches 
would be seen not as victims but as villains, heretical conspirators pledged, 
through confederacy with the Devil, to the confusion of God's Kingdom. 7 

It was only once an alternative or at least a modified world-view gained 
ground that witchcraft could be widely discredited or dismissed. That is 
broadly speaking what transpired after 1650. Liberal natural theology of 
the kind soon to be broadcast from the pulpit by the Boyle Lectures 
sidelined the God-versus-Satan psychomachy as versified in Milton's epic 
and instead enshrined a rational Deity presiding over a designer Universe 
(Jacob, 1976). The temper of the age of reason dismissed events like 
apparitions or convulsions as spurious, or explained them away through 
down-to-earth causes. The black arts could thus be mocked as silly 
superstitions, and demonology and malgicium lost their purchase. 

Meanwhile new official arrangements were ministering over domains 
that had traditionally been the seedbeds of witch accusations. If, as some 
historians have argued, want of charity to a neighbour had often sparked 
witch charges, the Poor Law made relief the legal duty of the parish, and 
so perhaps deflected irritation away from the individual hag to the 'pauper 
problem' at large. In due course,· the Devil became a character popular at 
the masquerade and witches would mainly figure in fairy stories. In the 
1760s the 'Medmenham monks' of the Hellfire Club revelled in their 
notoriety as demoniacs, but none was a worshipper of any idol but Eros 
(McCormick, 1958; Summers, 1964: ch. vi; Castle, 1986: 50, 65). 
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The eightee nth century inherited old disputes over witchcraft. Promoting 
lh l' il' distinctive doctrines of matter and spirit, the sacred and the profane, 
Pt otcstants and Catholics, Platonists and Aristotelians engaged in crossfire 
111 on ideological minefield with respect to sorcery, magic and the 'invisible 
world' . Protestants took delight in exposing false miracles as Popish 
unpostures, pagan leftovers or vulgar errors; but they affirmed true super
nntural manifestations, thus corroborating the Gospel. In a tradition 
~ l emming from Johan Wier and from Reginald Scot's Discoverie if Witch
trnjt (1584) , radical sceptics could even present themselves as the echt 
C hristians even though denying the actuality of witchcraft: while the 
Devil existed, he had no power over material bodies. This view, however, 
cut little ice with theologians. 8 

The one shameless sadducee was Thomas Hobbes who, albeit paying 
lip-service to Christianity, formulated a philosophical materialism which 
ruled out the real presence of witches. 'The opinion that rude people have 
of fairies, ghosts and goblins and the power of witches' was attributed in 
his Leviathan (1651) to ignorance of how to distinguish 'dreams' from 
'sense'. 'As for witches', he continued, 'I think not that their witchcraft is 
any reall power', though he approved of the punishment of such imposters 
for the 'false beliefe they have, that they can do such mischiefe ' . Hobbesian 
materialism proved acceptable to none, and he was demonized, confirming 
the old dictum that denial of witchcraft was the Devil's work (Hobbes, 
1968: 92) . 

Hobbes aside, authors in Restoration England affirmed belief in the 
supernatural, on the authority of reason and testimony, the Book of God's 
Word and the Book of God's Works. Yet the result was not consensus 
but confusion. Valentine Greatrakes, the 'Irish Stroker', claimed a divine 
gift of healing. Delighted to find signs of the operation of spirits, the 
Platonist Henry More accepted that Greatrakes' thaumaturgical powers 
'may be the special gift of God in nature ... wonderful at lea~t, if not 
properly called miracles' . Others demurred: the Straker's cures were 
impious and rabble-rousing, countered the royalist high-flyer David Lloyd 
in his Wonders no Miracles (1666); by touching for the King's Evil, 
Greatrakes was usurping theocratic powers (DuffY, 1981: 272; Bloch, 
1973). 

The physician and writer Sir Thomas Browne seemed to face two ways. 
His Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1672) trashed idle beliefs. But as a staunch 
Anglican and author of Religio Medici, he was ardently committed to 
traditional teachings about spirits. At the trial of Rose Cullender and Amy 
Duny at Bury St Edmunds in 1664-5, his testimony to witchcraft helped 
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convict them (Stock, 1982: 63) . A younger contelllpOI.uy who ltkcwt~{' 
amphibiously pursued science (as an early fellow of the Royal Society) 
while upholding witchcraft and magic was the antiquarian and astrologt•t 
John Aubrey. The supernatural and the natural were, for him , two f.1cc~ 
of a single coin - 'Why should one think the Intellectual World ks~ 

Peopled, than the Material?'. His papers teem with magical fom1lllac, 
many being endorsed 'This hath bin oftin proved'. 'To make a ma11 
Gunne-proofe', he recorded, 'write these characters + Zada + Zadash ·I 
Zadathan + Abira + in virgin paper [I beleeve parchment] carry it always 
with you, and no gun-shott can hurt you' . 'If you will not beleive', he 
continued, 'hang the ring in a string about a Cocks neck, and shoot at 
him with a bowe or gun loaded with a bullet, and you will find the 
experiment true'. In his Remaines if Gentilisme he explained how to 
exorcise spirits and work charms. Nevertheless, as befitted an FRS, he 
regarded himself as a good Baconian, on one occasion getting a 'matter o 
fact' vouched for by 'a very understanding Gentleman, and not Super
stitious' (Hunter, 1975: 106£) . 

In these spiritual world controversies, Meric Casaubon's OJ Credulity 
and Incredulity (1668) defined for many years to come the Anglican via 
media. Rejection of belief in witches opened the door to atheism, he 
warned; whatever the reservations about the individual case, the accumu
lated weight of reliable testimony tipped the balance in support of 
witchcraft (Casaubon, 1668; Hunter, 1985; Kors, 1990; Hunter and 
Wootton, 1992). A similar line was taken by the Cambridge scholar, 
Henry More. His Antidote against Atheisme (1653) presented information 
on 'the supematurall effects observ' d in them that are bewitch' d and 
possess' d', so as to silence scoffing sceptics. 9 His arguments against saddu
ceeism were echoed by the younger Cambridge Platonist Ralph Cud
worth, who rebutted Hobbes's jibe that magic was fabricated by priests 
and princes to cow the people (Cudworth, 1743: ii, 654f.). 

It would thus be misleading to represent the late seventeenth-century 
witchcraft debate as science dissolving superstition, because the 'new 
philosophy' was itself deployed ~o bolster supernaturalist beliefs. This is 
shown by the career of Joseph Glanvill, Anglican divine and Fellow of the 
Royal Society. Espousing More's Neoplatonism, his Sadducismus triumpha
tus (1668) attacked the sceptical conceit that witches were but 'creatures 
of melancholy and superstition'. Insisting that the reality of witches was 
'not a matter of vain speculation' but matter of fact, he sought to prove 
witchcraft from Scripture and from 'a choice collection of modern 
relations' against the 'fool' who 'swaggers and huffs, and swears there are 
no WITCHES', but calls all such things 'ridiculous, incredible, foppish, 
impossible' (Glanvill, 1726: 3; 1668: 6; Burns, 1981: 49; Sharpe, 1996: 
244-5). Denial of witches, Glanvill warned, leads to the 'Denial of Spirits, 
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,, I tft• to tome, ,111d .til the other Principles of Religion': no witches, no 
s;tlvation. Religion was to be rescued by the science of the supernatural. 
All this drew More and Glanvill into what became a further cockpit of 
controversy, the status of miracles, for witches were credited by demon
ologists with the capacity to perform if not actual miracles (miracula) at 
least wonders (mira). 10 

Glanvill's scientific validation of supernatural interventions met oppo
sition, notably from John Webster, a Nonconformist medical practitioner. 
Writing from a Paracelsian-Helmontian position and convinced of occult 
natural powers, Webster's objective, in The Displaying if Supposed Witchcrcift 
(1677), was to deny not wonders as such but the Devil's role in them. His 
experiences as a medical practitioner, which included treating the 'pos
sessed', reinforced his scepticism. He had had patients whose families were 
'perswaded' that they were 'possest', but what he diagnosed was disease 
(Webster, 1677: 124-5). 

The Glanvill-Webster debate reveals how science was everyone's 
weapon in the witchcraft wars. Webster drew on the new natural 
philosophy to query the Devil's agency in the physical world, Glanvill for 
his part used it to demonstrate the existence of spirits. But was it not a 
rum do, scoffed the wits, if atheism could be confuted only by parading 
the powers of Satan? Did this not flatter the Prince of Darkness? Not at 
all, since it was manifestly true, as Robert Burton and many grave thinkers 
after him believed, that in this corrupt and contemptible mundus senescens 
'the Devil reigns' (Burton, 1948: 214; Delumeau, 1978; Sharpe, 1996, 
227£). 

Respecting the unseen world, the Anglican middle way was a fine line: 
to believe too little was atheism, too much was superstition. Debates 
thundered on; and though the empirical and experimental style of scien
tific investigation continued to gain authority, feelings were more ambiv
alent about the mechanical philosophy accompanying it. The notion that 
Nature was governed by natural laws even then being discovered by the 
likes of Boyle, Hooke and Newton was of course appealing. But many 
shied away from the Cartesian mechanical universe, not least because it 
appeared to banish God and the soul (Schaffer, 1980; Hutchison, 1983). 

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY WITCHCRAFT DEBATES 

The age of miracles was past: they had played their part in the founding 
of the faith, but salvation was now to be sought in Scripture. This 
conviction, basic to mainstream English Protestantism, had bearings upon 
the issue of witches' powers, that perennial problem for demonologists 
who attributed ccrt:1in phenomena squarely to sorcery whilst holding 
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others to be phantasms. For sceptics, since the age of miracles was past and 
God alone could perform miracles, the idea that witches could injure at a 
distance or fly off to a sabbat was not just preposterous but impious too 
(Sharpe, 1996: 241). 

At the close of the century a work appeared congenial to such sceptical 
yet godly lines of thought. Between 1691 and 1693 Balthasar Bekker, a 
Dutch divine and admirer of Descartes, published the four-volume De 
Betoverde Weereld, translated into German in 1693 and into French the 
next year. It caused great offence, and Bekker was expelled from the 
ministry (Stock, 1982: 80; Attfield, 1985; Stronks, 1991). 

The first volume, englished in 1695 as The World Bewitch'd, traced 
doctrines about demons back to pagans and papists. Demonic possession 
in the Bible was in reality but disease - though since what were involved 
were truly fatal conditions, Christ's cures were truly miraculous. Bekker 
was promoting a quiet Cartesianism. Spirits and demons might exist, but 
Scripture presented no proof that mortals could traffic with them: the 
Mosaic laws penalized cozeners and idolaters, and the witch of Endor was 
just an evil being. Supposed dealings with demons were not supported by 
cast-iron facts: all such matters could be accounted for by natural causes or 
chicanery. Uniting Calvinism and Cartesianism, De Betoverde Weereld 
maintained that the regularity of Nature ruled out witchcraft. 11 

It was false theology that had inflated the role of the Devil. 'If we 
consider the Scriptures with a perfectly open and unbiased mind', insisted 
Bekker, 'we shall certainly not attribute to the Devil those powers and 
activities which preconceived ideas led the commentators and translators 
to ascribe to him' (Hazard, 1953: 175). Seen through Cartesian eyes, Satan 
was a spirit; no spirit - not even the Devil - could act on 'extension' 
without a body as its medium; hence, the physical changes attributed to 

the Devil would have to be performed through matter and motion, and 
must submit to the regular laws of Nature. So, unless the Devil were 
embodied- which he wasn't - his alleged temptings and possessions wen: 
untenable (Bekker, 1695: Attfield, 1985: 390; Stronks, 1991: Preface to 
Book II). In any case, the Gospel, when correctly philologically inter 
preted, taught that Christ's tempter was either a wicked man or a vision : 
witchcraft phenomena were subject to doubt and deception; and tht: 
Calvinist God being all-powerful, there was no logical possibility of till' 
independent activities of a Devil (such would imply not monotheism but 
'ditheism'); so, all things considered, 'the Empire of the Devil is .1 

Chimaera'. Witchcraft delusions were, in short, the malady of weal.. 
minds. Those believing themselves bewitched or possessed were victim~ 
of their own naivete; those practising divination were swindlers, guilty not 
of sorcery but chicancry.12 
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superstition and enthusiasm, was influential in English religious thinking 
around 1700. Certain teachings, traditionally considered semi-heretical, 
gained ground. Both mortalism and Socinianism encouraged scepticism 
respecting notions of wandering spirits, paralleling Hobbes' boast that his 
doctrines laid such papist ghosts as purgatory, indulgences, and the 
invocation of saints (Stromberg, 1954; Almond, 1994: 67). Amongst 
rational Dissenters, passionate abhorrence of popish idolatry fed an icono
clastic mentality eternally suspicious of all manner of pretended spirits, 
paving the way for the fiercely monotheistic Christian materialism of 
Joseph Priestley in the late eighteenth century (Lincoln, 1938; Thomas, 
1971: ch. iii). 

The same decades also brought the comparable rise ofDeism, associated 
with such figures as Toland, Collins, Chubb, Morgan, Wollaston and 
Woolston, who could operate under cover of John Locke's The Reasona
bleness cif Christianity (1695). Ranging from irreverent and disingenuous 
wits like Charles Blount to sober believers, Deists insisted that any 
theological tenet which traduced reason would be an affront to the 
Supreme Being and the human mind. Some, rather as with Locke, 
believed Christianity passed the rationality test once purged of its popish 
relics; for more radical spirits, Christianity, at least as standardly under
stood, was irreparably superstitious, on account of such irrational elements 
as miracles and demons. Witchcraft was the machination of priestcraft, to 
frighten the people (Gay, 1968; Champion, 1992; Sharpe, 1996: 246). 

Throughout the eighteenth century, many rationalizing impulses 
struggled to make the supernatural presentable, and the key problem for 
Christian apologists became the validity of miracles. The Church of 
England's position had been expounded by Edward Stillingfleet's Origines 
Sacrae (1662): miracles had been performed in Biblical times, and the Old 
and New Testament accounts were true. But, while affirming God's all
seeing Providence, 'we see no reason in the world for miracles to be 
continued where the doctrine of faith is settled'. To deny Scripture 
miracles was atheistic, but to expect new wonders was 'enthusiasm' 
(Stillingfleet, 1662: 142; Sharpe, 1996: 24 7). 

On miracles, and hence more generally the supernatural, the key British 
sceptics were Thomas Woolston, Conyers Middleton and David Hume. 
An eccentric Deist, in On the Miracles cif Our Saviour (1728-9) Woolston 
denied the New Testament healing miracles on various grounds. 'Faith 
and Imagination' might explain some; in others, such as Jesus curing 
blindness, there was clearly no miracle, for 'our Surgeons, with their 
Ointments and Washings', could achieve as much. The truly sensational 
miracles Woolston denied out of hand as 'monstrously romantick'- raising 
Lazarus from the dead was but 'Fable and Forgery'. Woolston boldly con
fronted Christ's own resurrection, relying on the old rabbinical argument 
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that fanatics had absconded with the body. Woolston was convicted of 
blasphemy, but his tracts on miracles, published in 1727 and 1728, sold 
(said Voltaire) 30,000 copies in England and prompted over sixty replies 
(Bums, 1981: 10f.; Trapnel, 1994: 109). Amongst those, Bishop Thomas 
Sherlock's Tryal of Witnesses of the Resurrection of Jesus (1729) defended the 
credibility of human testimony: many had seen the risen Christ; while in 
his Vindication of the Miracles of our Blessed Saviour (1729-31), Bishop 
Richard Smalbroke charged Woolston with reducing the Devil and Hell 

.. 'to merely Mystical and Cabalistical Notions ... to deprive them of all 
literal and real Existence' (Sherlock, 1729; Smalbroke, 1729-31). 

The classicist Conyers Middleton's A Free Enquiry into the Miraculous 
Powers (17 49) was widely read as a disguised denial of the reality of the 
New Testament miracles, since he confuted not only the Roman Catholic 
belief in continuing miracles (mere superstition) but also the respectable 
Anglican position that miracles continued in the primitive church, seeking, 
he claimed, to dissolve 'a chain of pretended Miracles' which deserved to 
be discredited because they debased Scripture. Middleton's scepticism was 
bolstered by reference to witchcraft. 'There is not in all history', he wryly 
insisted, 'any one miraculous fact, so authentically attested as the existence 
of witches. All Christian countries whatsoever have consented in the belief 
of them and provided capital laws against them: in consequence of which, 
many hundreds of both sexes have suffered a cruel death'. For all that, 
however, he crowed, writing after 1736, 'the belief of witches is now 
utterly extinct, and quietly buried' ([Middleton], 1749; 1751; Stock, 1982: 
103; Sharpe, 1996: 250). 

David Hume shifted the grounds for scepticism on miracles to the 
philosophy of knowledge and the psychology of belief. His 'Of Miracles' 
maintained that, in view of the seeming uniformity of the workings of 
Nature, any startling breach of them would inevitably be less believable 
than the suspicion of human error or deceit. Apparent miracles might stem 
from ignorance of natural causes; nor was human testimony of the 
miraculous persuasive, for too many psychological factors were involved 
(Bums, 1981: 142; Siebert, 1990; Tweyman, 1996). 

Citadels of the supernatural thus came under fire in the boisterous 
polemics of the Augustan age. But, in gauging shifts in climates of thought, 
undue importance should not be attached to set-piece debates on miracles 
and the like. It was not pamphlet pyrotechnics that decided the fate of 
belief in witchcraft and the dominion of the Devil. Far more influential 
were deep-seated transformations of religious faith and sensibility amongst 
the educated elite in the post-Restoration generations. These may loosel y 
be termed the victory of Latitudinarianism - roughly what Locke mca111 
when he commended the 'reasonableness' of Christianity. What bccanH' 
professed amongst the polite and the propcllicd was a cn.:L·d compatibl,• 
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with the new Lockean philosophy of mind and with Newtonian science. 13 

Latitudinarianism represented the universe as well-designed, orderly and 
good, presided over by a benevolent and omnipotent Creator. The Earth 
was contrived for human use; in the light of an understanding of God's 
will and ways, it was man's right and duty to lead a virtuous and happy 
life, as prescribed by the laws of God and Nature. Views of this kind, 
advanced by prominent Anglican theologians from Archbishop Tillotson 
around 1690 to William Paley, author of the influential Natural Theology 
(1802), became the religion of moderate rational Protestants. Typical of 
the Latitudinarian vision of Creation was Joseph Addison, whose essays in 
the Spectator, played such a crucial role in promoting moderate Enlighten
ment views: 

The Spacious Firmament on high 
With all the blue Etherial sky 
And spangled Heav'ns, a Shining Frame 
Their great Original proclaim. (Willey: 1962: 51) 

Whereas writers like Glanvill had looked to demons popping up as the 
confutation of atheism, Addison regarded cosmic order, illuminated by 
Newtonian laws, as the true proof of God. Needless to say, such ideas 
squared with the Whig oligarchy's notion of a well-governed polity -
;od's Universe was Walpole's England writ large. 

This religious vision had no need for, or patience with, the fine print 
of Reformation scripturalism: the gallivantings of Old Testament Jews, 
semantic squabbles over predestination or transubstantiation, and doctrines 
like hellfire were all made to seem irrelevant, curious, or even inimical to 
basic morality to men of good will and freehold property. Why should 
Satan be gtanted such power if God were truly good and omnipotent? 
I low could the Devil possibly have free rein if Creation operated through 
universal divine laws? Didn't the implication that evil enjoyed such sway 
sacrilegiously challenge Divine Beneficence? Rational religion was mono
theistic and optimistic; the personification of Evil was a bugbear of 
bcnighted old believers, and of modem enthusiasts. In the greatest popu
larization of this new worldview, the Essay on Man, Alexander Pope 
IIIStructed the reader against seeing Evil anywhere: 'Cease then, nor 
( >RDER Imperfection name': 

All Nature is but Art unknown to thee; 
All Chance, Direction, which thou can'st not see; 
All Discord, Harmony, not understood, 
All partial Evil, universal Good: 
And, spite of Pride, in erring Reason's Spite, 
Om• truth is clc:~r, 'Whatc.:vcr is, is Right.' (Pope: 1965: 515) 
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The poetic antitheses of Pope's declaration offaith resembled the teaching 
of the influential theologian, Bishop Joseph Butler, that apparent imperfec
tions in Creation were marks not of real evils but the limits of human 
understanding. And if, as Pope proclaimed, 'God said, Let Newton be! and 
all was light', what room could there be for the prince of darkness? 
(Cunliffe, 1992). 

The new Latitudinarian ethos - Pelagian on sin, optimistic on the 
theodicy problem, and utilitarian in temper - called into question and, no 
less importantly, created a distaste for the paraphernalia of demonology 
that had haunted earlier generations. Gentlemanly Christians abandoned 
the Puritan fascination with doctrines of the millennium and hellfire. Such 
beliefs, along with the presence of a personal Devil, were now said, in 
coffee-house quips, to be the prattle of Dissenters and enthusiasts, notably 
(as will be explored below) the new menace of the Methodists. Moderates 
distanced themselves from those zealots whose preoccupation with por
tents and prophesyings served as salutary reminders of the crazed fanatics 
and fundamentalists of the Interregnum r:w' alker, 1964; Camporesi, 1991 ; 
Link, 1995; Stanford, 1996: 151f.). 

Changing religious mentalities and sensibilities, and the embracing of an 
orderly, Newtonian universe , were reinforced at a more mundane level 
by new perceptions of the here-and-now befitting an age of reason. 
Interlocking advances in knowledge, science, technology and industry 
were boosting public confidence in the human capacity to know the 
natural and social order and hence to control it. And since to those with 
some power and prosperity, the workings of things seemed increasingly 
assured, old fears abated somewhat (Glacken, 1967; Spadafora, 1990). T he 
Baconian gospel that knowledge is power was paying dividends in many 
fields of inquiry - chemical experimentation, mechanical advances, astron
omy, navigation and so forth. And hopes were high of reducing to order 
the hidden springs of human action and social intercourse, as epitomized 
by David Hume's call for a Newton of the moral sciences. Data were 
being gathered about births and deaths, wealth and population; vita l 
statistics were being tabulated by political arithmeticians; probability theory 
was promising to reveal the laws of life behind the chaotic surface; in the 
study of law and government, sensationalist psychology and the utilitarian 
felicific calculus were endeavouring to provide philosophical foundations 
for disciplines of pleasure, pain and punishment. Not least, the laws of tlt l' 
market were proclaimed, purportedly proving the self-regulating natu re of 
the capitalist economy. 

Behaviours traditionally explained in supernatural tem1s were now bein g 
subsumed within secular and impersonal explanations; suicide for instJnu ', 
long held by theologians as diabolically triggered :~nd a deliberat e mutin y 
against God, w as accepted in th e eighteenth <'l' lllury as tht• .let of thoM' 
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whose mental balance was upset; infanticide, likewise, came to be seen 
not as bewitchment but in the civil context of child-murder; while the 
Han<;>Verians abandoned the old thaumaturgical practice of 'touching for 
the King's Evil' . In due course Thomas Malthus, despite - or perhaps 
because of- being an Anglican clergyman, could claim to demonstrate in 
his Essay on the Principle if Population (1798) that catastrophes like war and 
famine had nothing to do with the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse but 
followed inexorably from simple equations governing the balance of 
hunger and sex. In many domains there was taking place what, from a 
twentieth-century viewpoint, has been called a 'taming of chance', though 
less anachronistically it might be deemed the denial of the transcendental. 14 

This making of the mind-set of the human sciences - the basic 
expectation that social action is to be understood by impersonal, universal, 
natural and social law - went with a multitude of day-to-day indications 
that polite and propertied society, when confronting adversity, was less 
disposed than before to look to the Hand of God, and certainly not to the 
meddlings of Satan. It remained a hazardous world, but chance could now 
be limited through better information, regularly purveyed by the newspa
pers, and through practical resourses like smallpox inoculation, life and fire 
insurance, and banks. Faced with a household rat problem, the seven
teenth-century astrologer Elias Ashmole used talismans to exorcise them; 
by the eighteenth century professional rat-catchers were advertising their 
services in the newspapers. The staging of public lotteries in W alpolean 
England symbolizes the new secular world-view. 15 

With confidence rising amongst opinion-makers as to the orderliness 
and controllability of nature and society, it is no surprise that the wits and 
literati of post-Restoration England should disparage those mired in 
'supeJ;Stition' . There was a sustained chorus of criticism targeted at vulgar 
f()lly (Malcolmson, 1973; P. Burke, 1978; Golby and Purdue, 1984). 
Presiding over the Alice Molland witch-trial in 1685, the judge Roger 
North slighted those who would subject witches to the swimming test, 
.md took exception to the 'popular rage' and 'tattle' amongst the Exeter 
mob. The views of 'the common sort' were for him 'mere matter of 
f:u1cy, as pigs dying, and the like' (North, 1890: iii, 131) . 

The classic expression of these new enlightened outlooks came as a 
rebuttal of the last full English defence of witchhunting. In 1715, Richard 
Boulton's A Compleat History of Magick, Sorcery and Witchcraft restated 
tr.1ditional orthodoxy: the Devil was dangerous and would worm his way 
11110 those sunk in despair. Convinced that 'the Devil comes to delude 
Men', Boulton affirmed the swimming test and the witch's mark to 
r\ t.tblisb proof, though, to show how up-to-date he was, he also cited 
Boyk and Locke in support of the reality of spirits (Boulton, 1715-16: 3) . 
Boulton was co unwrbl:tstcd in the R.cvd Francis Hutchinson's A n Historicnl 
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Essay Concerning Witchcraft (1718). A Whiggish Anglican, Hutchinson was 
careful to uphold the possibility of the spirit world, declaring that 'sober 
belief in spirits was 'part of every good Christian's faith'; but he insisted 
that such convictions were altogether different from 'the fantastick doc
trines that support the vulgar opinion of witchcraft' (Hutchinson, 171 8: 
vi; Bostridge, 1997: 193f.). 'The credulous multitude', Boulton was 
informed, 'will ever be ready to try their tricks, and swim the old women, 
and wonder at and magnifY every unaccountable symptom and odd 
accident' (Hutchinson, 1718: viii) . Most 'witchcraft' was explicable by 
natural causes; the scriptural references to it had been mistranslated; and 
popular ghost-lore was fiddle-faddle (Stock, 1982: 81; Sharpe, 1996: 
284-5). The confessions of 'old Women' were 'not to be regarded' and 
the notion of compacts with the Devil was 'meer Imagination' (Hutchin
son, 1718: 229-30). 

Hutchinson rehearsed the old sceptical arguments of Wier, Scot, Web
ster and Bekker; but he also addressed the psychology of witch-belief as 
social panic . While never denying the hypothetical possibility of witch
craft, and carefully appending two sermons against Sadducceeism - one 
affirming Christ's miracles, the other the reality of angels - he shrewdly 
noted that witchcraft festered most in superstitious Catholic countries, and 
ventured that the powder-kegs of witch panics were inflammatory books 
and vainglorious witch-finders. 

Hutchinson was the epitome of the moderate , progressive humanitarian 
Whig outlooks that wielded such influence in Georgian England. While 
Hobbes and Voltaire reduced everything to fraud, he judiciously made 
allowance for self-deception, hysteria, social pressure and labelling: people 
could easily be talked into believing they were witches ('Old women are 
apt to take such fancies of themselves': Hutchinson, 1718: 69). 'Imagine a 
poor old creature', he invited readers, appealing to their sympathies: 

under all the weakness and infirmities of old age, set like a fool in the 
middle of a room, with a rabble of the town round about her house: 
then her legs tied cross, that all "the weight of her body might rest upon 
her seat. Then she must continue her pain four and twenty hours, 
without any sleep or meat ... what wonder was it, if when they were 
weary of their lives, they confessed any tales that would please [their 
judges]. 16 

A case like Jane Wenham's, living in a 'barbarous parish' , showed ' how 
impossible it is for the most innocent Persons to defend themselves'. She 
was a meek innocent; in Hutchinson's reading it was thus the wi tch who 
was the victim of malice and deserving compassion (Hutchinson, 17 1 H· 
129, 131). 

IfHutchinson set out the 'modern' view ofwitch c r~1ft that was dcslill n l 
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to prevail in Georgian enlightened society which equally extended sym
pathies towards other 'unfortunates' like prostitutes, orphans, dumb ani
mals and slaves, by no means all publicists were of his mind. Boulton 
himself penned a rejoinder (Boulton, 1722), and, as Sharpe has shown, 
many clergymen continued to uphold witch beliefs, as for example 
Humphrey Michel, vicar of the Leicestershire parish of Hominghold. A 
staunch Tory, closet Jacobite, hammer of Dissenters and presenter of 
miscreants before the Church courts, Michel had no qualms about 
witchcraft. In June 1709 he recorded the swimming of two witches, one 
of whom, Mary Palmer, a cripple, 'though bound hand and feet, did not 
sink but swim'. A certain Goody Ridgway had 'in all probability' been 
bewitched, he believed, and he rebuked the behaviour of 'a supposed 
witch', who 'went out of the church when I had named and read my 
text, DeutCh. 18, where is the word witch'Y 

As these instances suggest, witchcraft, like everything else, became 
highly politicized in a 'divided society' rent by the 'rage of party' (Speck, 
1967). High-flying Anglicans, Non-Jurors, crypto-Jacobites and Tories 
tended to support prosecution of witches - and Dissenters, swearers and 
sabbath-breakers too - as part of the duty of a confessional state to uphold 
orthodoxy; Whigs and Latitudinarians, by contrast, leant towards toleration 
and saw witchcraft as a by-product of priestcraft. To deny witchcraft could 
thus be a way of pulling the rug out" from under the feet of High Anglicans 
and Tories. 

Such factionalization is evident in the controversy surrounding the 
· Wenham trial, a case provoking a flurry of controversial publications 

(Guskin, 1981-2). Supporters of proceedings against her included clergy
men and her more respectable relatives, who approved of the guilty 
verdict (Sharpe, 1996: 288). But she was pardoned, and thereafter she 
lived out her life in a cottage provided, in a philanthropic gesture, by a 
Whig magnate. After making a point of visiting her, Hutchinson stated, in 
an evidently tendentious remark, that 'the whole county is now fully 
convinced that she was innocent' .18 Whigs like Hutchinson liked to 
pretend they were expressing the sentiments of the nation, indeed of 
enlightened mankind. The wish may somewhat have been father to the 
reality, for it is remarkable that the repeal of the English and Scottish 
witchcraft laws in 1736 provoked virtually no parliamentary debate or 
opposition. The lengthy Whig dominion made the erasure of witchcraft 
from the political agenda a fait accompli. 19 

The press played a continuing role in educating the reading public in 
what became the new orthodoxies. As late as 1711 in The Review, Daniel 
Defoe was still making a clear declaration of the reality of witchcraft, as 
part of his I larleyan cross-party programme in favour of an all-embracing, 
~odly , eircnic C hristian commonwealth. But with shifting political 
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