
original content © Peter Claus and John Marriott 

 

Discussion Document

 

The work of Lyndal Roper has probably transformed approaches to the history of both women and 

gender. Here we find the application of her trademark; a methodology that sees unseen and hidden 

psychic factors being brought into focus on a detailed study of women. In this case she examines 

motherhood in a German city and its links to the European witch craze. The results are quite stunning 

and take us away from more commonplace assumptions about human motivation in the face of 

extreme circumstances such as accusations of witchcraft and the resultant torture and death that 

often followed.  

One dominant theme in witch-trials in Augsburg is motherhood. Relations between mothers, those 

occupying maternal roles and children, formed the stuff of most, though the trials were concerned 

with the question of motherhood they were not, it seems to me, male attempts to destroy a female 

science of birth nor were they concerned with wrestling control of reproduction from women. What 

is striking is that they were typically accusations brought by mothers, soon after giving birth, against 

women intimately concerned with the care of the child, most often the lying-in-maid and not the 

midwife. 

Many investigations of witchcraft proceed by trying to explain why women should be scapegoated 

as witches or what other conflicts may have been at the root of the case – conflicts involving issues 

with which we are more comfortable, such as struggles over charity, property or political power. 

However, I want to argue that the cases need to be understood in their terms by means of the 

themes they develop. As historians, I think we may interpret them as psychic documents which 

recount particular predicaments. Witchcraft cases seem to epitomize the bizarre and irrational, 

exemplifying the distance that separates us from the past. What interests me, however, is the extent 

to which early modern subjectivities are different or similar to ours. I shall argue that unless we 

attend to the imaginative themes of the interrogations themselves, we shall not understand 

witchcraft. This project has to investigate the self-understanding of people who in the end, as I shall 

argue, came to see themselves as witches. 

Roper proceeds to outline her distinctive approach to the problem of rescuing the mental lives of the 

people involved, and what she sees as the productive synthesis of psychoanalysis and history. 

That is, I have been asking whether and how there is a history of mind and emotion. It might be 

objected that I have used psychoanalytic categories in order to explore past mental phenomena, and 

to what extent, my argument is circular, but I think this conceptual difficulty is inherent in the 
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productive use of ideas. One current problem is whether a body of theoretical work like 

psychoanalysis, designed in a particular historical period, can possibly do justice to the mental lives 

of people in quite a different time. It is certainly true that psychoanalytic theory can be used to 

reduce all symbolic worlds to the same meaning, so that everything speaks of phallologocentricism 

[the idea of the masculine or phallus invested in every connotation], or betrays the Oedipal complex. 

I do not think testimony should be read reductively in this way. In the material I was reading, basic 

psychic conflicts which did not accord with what I expected to find were emerging from witness 

statements. It seems to me that there are some primary areas of attachment and conflict – between 

those in maternal positions and children – which are pretty fundamental to human existence, but 

the form those conflicts may take and the attitude societies adopt to them may change. This, it 

seems to me, is the territory of the historian. If historians declare the effects of primary emotions of 

this kind to be unknowable, they will be condemning us to use of a ‘common-sense’ model of 

psychological explanation which makes no sense at all because it leaves out of account the extent to 

which irrational, deep and unconscious feeling can determine human action – and it is hard to see 

how any history of witchcraft or even religion can be satisfactory without exploring this dimension. 

Lyndal Roper (1994) Oedipus and the Devil. Witchcraft, Sexuality and Religion, pp. 199, 200, 218. 


