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Witch, Please! 

 Witches have been around for centuries. Often portrayed as women, these creatures use 

magical means to influence others’ actions, wreak havoc, and perform acts that defy mortal laws. 

They were once portrayed as evil beings due to historical misogyny, but have now become a 

symbol of power and femininity in modern culture. In this essay, witches’ portrayal in Western 

society is explored, showing the evolution from a metaphor for sexist attitudes from the 13th to 

17th centuries to feminist icons today. 

 One of the earliest mentions of witches is in the Bible, with the story of King Saul and 

the Witch of Endor, according to History (NP). There is also a verse in Exodus, which warns, 

“thou shalt not suffer a witch to live”. Already, in the origins of the Abrahamic religions, there 

was paranoia about witchcraft. This is used as justification later on for the witch-trial craze 

during the Colonial era. 

 Malleus Maleficarum, translated from Latin to English as The Hammer of Witches, was 

written by Catholics Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger and published in 1486 in Germany. It 

challenged those who thought witches didn’t exist and gave instruction on how to find, try, and 

convict witches. According to Jessica O’Leary, the Malleus was extremely influential in forming 

the misogynistic portrayals of witches so popular in its time and spurred the many witch hunts 

(NP). She argues that Kramer was not attacking women; he was attacking their sexuality because 

they were “carnal creatures” (NP). She continues, saying, “Kramer was merely extending 



fifteenth-century gender tropes to religious transgressions” (NP). According to O’Leary, Malleus 

says women are inferior to men, which gives them motive to use magic to increase their power 

(NP).  

 Malleus Maleficarum influenced the infamous witch hunts of the 16th and 17th centuries, 

the most well-known being those in Salem, Massachusetts in the early 1690s. In Mary Beth 

Norton’s “Witchcraft in the Anglo-American Colonies”, she discusses Keith Thomas’s argument 

that when someone in a colonial community asked a neighbor for aid, and the person refused, 

they felt guilty. Then, when something bad happened to them, they would blame it on the aid-

seeker as a projection of their guilt (Norton, 5). Since elderly widows were the most likely to ask 

others for help and were often somewhat ostracized, they were likely targets of witchcraft 

accusations (Norton, 5). Norton also references claims made by Carol Karlsen, saying those 

accused were “early protofeminists or at least women who did not act in conventionally feminine 

ways” (7).  

 Norton then describes the Salem witch trials themselves. Villagers accused people—

mostly young women—of torturing them with apparitions, bewitching animals, and other acts of 

malevolence (8). Fourteen women and five men were ultimately convicted of witchcraft and 

executed, and eight women were convicted but not executed (Norton, 8). According to Elizabeth 

Reis, who is referenced in the Norton article, more women than men were accused because of the 

“gendered nature of religious experience”; the Puritan faith was used to justify the trials. 

(Norton, 9).  

The events in Salem and similar trials throughout colonial America and Europe reveal the 

attitudes toward gender at the time—women were seen as lesser than men and were expected to 

conform to strict societal expectations. Strict religious societies, like that of Puritan 



Massachusetts, made out women who were different in some way to be witches; as Jeffrey 

Cohen says in his “Seven Theses”, monsters like the Salem witches “dwell at the gates of 

difference” (7). Therefore, it can be inferred that society as a whole was afraid of challenges to 

their perception of gender roles, especially the roles of women; as a response to threats to their 

views, the witch trials were born. 

Three or four centuries later, as attitudes toward gender in the Western world have 

changed, so has the portrayal of witches in popular culture. As Cohen says, the monster never 

dies—it always reappears in different contexts (4-6). Most recent and striking is Netflix’s 

Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, a show about a young woman’s struggle to come to terms with 

her human and witch heritage. A review by Constance Grady called “Netflix’s Chilling 

Adventures of Sabrina is a Gorgeous, Messy Joyride” identifies the central theme of the show: 

“Is magic a tool of empowerment for women? Or is it just another trap?” (NP). As Sabrina 

grapples with her choice--fully invest herself in the witches’ Church of Night and all its 

problematic traditions or forsake magic altogether and live as a normal human--another girl 

crushes her naïve belief that she could somehow have both, telling her she would never be able 

to have both freedom and power; after all, Satan himself is a man and promising herself to him 

would be subjugation (Grady, NP).  

Sabrina both directly challenges and confirms the traditional, historical portrayal of 

witches. In Sabrina’s world, witches are seen as incredibly powerful women, but are ultimately 

still subject to a man, something Sabrina does her best to defy. Ultimately, she breaks free of the 

dark, sexist parts of witch tradition and finds a way to use magic on her own terms, enjoying the 

best of both worlds. While witches in the show sometimes do terrible things, Sabrina and her 

family use their powers to perform acts of charity, like protecting the humans from supernatural 



attackers. Witchcraft is no longer seen as just a tool for evil; it is also portrayed as a means to 

accomplish great things. Sabrina’s story is one about quite literally breaking free from historical 

attitudes toward witchcraft. 

So many other modern popular stories about witches show them using their powers for 

good: Hermione Granger in J.K. Rowling’s popular Harry Potter series, Broadway sensation 

Wicked, and even Mary Poppins, whose magical childcare abilities would definitely be 

considered witchcraft by 17th-century standards. Of course, there are still negative portrayals of 

magical folk—after all, people are still afraid of anything outside of the norm--but Western 

society’s attitude toward magic in general has shifted from fear and reproach to celebration and 

amazement. Witches are no longer a way of punishing women because of their nonconformity; 

they’re often portrayed as powerful and desirable. Although some inequality still exists, women 

have more power than ever, and witches have become less undesirable and frightening as a 

result. 

It’s been a slow evolution, but witches have become a tool for female empowerment in 

modern times instead of historical subjugation. Until the last couple hundred years, witches were 

feared for their differences and nonconformity. Now, they have largely broken free from their 

misogynistic origins and are seen in a much more flattering light. If only the women tried for 

witchcraft in Salem could see Sabrina’s story—what once made women weak is now a sign of 

strength.  
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