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Women in the 
Reformation

Vita Apostolica
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Beguines

Lollard Movement 
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Christine de Pizan (1364-1430)

Christine de Pizan giving a lecture

Illustration from Book of the City of Ladies

Cornelius Agrippa
“Nobility and Superiority of  the Female Sex”  (1509)
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Cornelius Agrippa
“Nobility and Superiority of  the Female Sex”  (1509)

Renaissance 
Trends Legal Changes

• Increasing subjugation of  women to male guardians
• Women incapable of  legal responsibility due to 

“imbecility” (revival of  Aristotle)

Political Changes
• Women paid taxes and owned property, yet excluded 

from citizenship in new city-states and kingdoms
• Despite powerful women rulers (Mary and Elizabeth 

Tudor, Catherine de Medici), Protestants believed 
women’s rule was unnatural and contrary to scripture

Economic Changes
• Paid work was separated from domestic work
• Formerly female professions (brewing, baking, 

pharmacy, printing) became male-only
• Fewer opportunities for financial independence
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Benefits to Women 
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Martin Luther: 
Marriage and 
Sexuality 

Martin Luther: 
Marriage and 
Sexuality 
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Image of  God?

Curse
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In the Home

Martin Luther: Marriage and Sexuality 
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Dissolution of  Monasteries

Closing of  the Convents
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Outspoken Women 

Radical Reformers (Anabaptists)
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WITCHES
Malleus	Maleficarum (1486)
• German handbook for exterminating witches

• Before 1400, accusations of  witchcraft were extremely rare

• In 1480s, the priests Heinrich Krämer and Jakob Sprenger began 
exorcising demons

• Condemned by the church, they self-published a handbook

• Characteristics of  every witch:

1. Renounced her Christian faith

2. Sacrificed unbaptized infants to Satan

3. Devoted her whole life to the devil

4. Engaged in sexual relations with the devil and/or incubi

WITCHES
Malleus	Maleficarum (1486)

“When a woman thinks alone, she thinks evil…They are feebler 
both in mind and body. It is not surprising that they should 
come more under the spell of  witchcraft…. And it should be 
noted that there was a defect in the formation of  the first 
woman, since she was formed from the rib of  the breast which 
is bent in the contrary direction to a man…And since through 
the first defect in their intelligence, they are always more prone 
to abjure the faith, so through their second defect of  inordinate 
passions, they search for, brood over and inflict various 
vengeances, either by witchcraft or by other means. Wherefore 
it is no wonder that so great a number of  witches exist in this 
sex.”
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WITCHES

“In all ages it is found true by 
experience that the devil hath more 
easily and oftener prevailed with 
women than with men. Hence it was 
that the Hebrews of  ancient times 
used it for a proverb: The more 
women, the more witches.” 

(Williams Perkins, Discourse of  the 
Damned Art of  Witchcraft, 1596)

WITCHES

• Clemency: trafficking with the devil is a sign of  mental instability – mercy should be exercised 

(Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of  Witchcraft, 1584)

• Punishment: “Though it be a woman and the weaker vessel, she shall not escape, she shall not 

be suffered to live, but must die the death.” (Williams Perkins, Discourse of  the Damned Art of  
Witchcraft, 1596)
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FEMICIDE

• Witchhunts targeted women
• 80% of  all accused witches were female

• Reasons: women are “wrathful,” “credulous,” and have “slippery tongues”; 
“sisters of  Eve”

• Intense campaign against witches between 1450 and 1650; over 1 million 
people executed
• Some entire villages were massacred – in one town, 389 women were killed 

and only one escaped

• 600 women burned by a single bishop in Bamberg, Germany; 900 killed in a 
year in Würzburg

• Many opposed the witchhunts, but they abruptly ended around 1690; last 
known execution was in 1775 in Germany

• Probably a result of  social transitions and growing wealth inequalities, as 
well as women’s more public roles

Good for Women?
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