HST3103/4 - Seminar 18:  The Crime of Witchcraft: Radical Doubters
Seminar Aims:
We tend to imagine that there was a consensus of beliefs about witchcraft and the powers of the devil, with that unity beginning to break down only towards the end of the seventeenth century under the impact of the scientific movement and the scepticism of the early Enlightenment.  We have encountered those later debates already.  In this seminar, the aim is to discover that there was no real consensus earlier on.  But, unlike the later period, the radical doubters came from the religious minorities and were stimulated by their religious beliefs rather than their scepticism or their views of the natural world.  We shall concentrate on two figures: Reginald Scot (a protestant, and perhaps a sympathiser with the radical Familists) and John Webster, a radical sectary in the English Civil War.  In both cases, they documented their views in publications which caused controversy and invited responses.

Questions to consider:
1.  What were the roots of the views expressed by Scot and Webster?

2.  What grounds did they use to justify their doubts?

3.  What were the reactions to their publications?

Primary Texts:
Extracts from Reginald Scot, Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584).

Extracts from John Webster, The displaying of Supposed Witchcraft (1677).

Secondary Reading:
Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (New York: Scribner, 1971) - index-read for ‘Scot’ and ‘Webster’.

Sydney Anglo, 'Reginald Scot's Discoverie of Witchcraft: Scepticism and Sadduceeism', in The Damned Art: Essays in the Literature of Witchcraft, ed. by Sydney Anglo (London: Routledge, 1977), pp. 106-39.

Sydney Anglo, 'Melancholia and Witchcraft: The Debate between Wier, Bodin and Scot', in Foli’ Et Da’raison - La Renaissance: Colloque International Tenu En Novembre 1973 Sous Le Auspices De La Faration Internationale Des Instituts Et Socits Pour L'tude De La Renaissance, ed. by Alois Gerlo (Brussels: éditions de l'Universit de Bruxelles, 1976), pp. 209-22.

Stuart Clark, Thinking with Demons: The Idea of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe (Oxford, 1997), ch. 13 (‘Believers and Sceptics’); ch. 35 (‘Protestant Witchcraft, Catholic Witchcraft’).

David Wotton, 'Reginald Scot/Abraham Fleming/the Family of Love', in Languages of Witchcraft: Narrative, Ideology and Meaning in Early Modern Culture, ed. by Stuart Clark (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2001), pp. 119-38.

Peter Elmer, '"Saints or Sorcerers": Quakerism, Demonology and the Decline of Witchcraft in Seventeenth-Century England', in Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe: Studies in Culture and Belief, ed. by Jonathan Barry, Marianne Hester and Gareth Roberts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 145-79.

Thomas Jobe, 'The Devil in Restoration Science: The Glanvill-Webster Witchcraft Debate', Isis, 72 (1981), 242-56.

