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The Gendered Metamorphosis of Witches Throughout
History: With an Emphasis on Historical and
Anthropological Data from the Zagros Regions

Mohsen Rahimi*!

Abstract

In public belief, magic is an astonishing and supernatural act often
attributed to women. Despite extensive research in this field, the
reason behind the notion that "women are more adept at witchcraft™ or
"most witches are women" remains unexplored. Previous studies have
largely sufficed with defining, classifying, and providing statistics on
the gender of witches, neglecting a historical and discourse-based
analysis of this phenomenon. This article adopts a historical approach,
utilizing library research and the analysis of anthropological and
mythological data, to investigate the roots of this notion and the
semantic evolution of magic from positive to negative. The findings
indicate that the "woman-witch” notion is rooted in the era of
matriarchy; a period when magic was not negative but a creative,
positive, and vital act for survival (such as agriculture, healing, and
cooking), and women, as the primary agents in these spheres, were
called "witches." With the gradual transition of societies to patriarchy

1 PhD in Persian Language and Literature from the University of Kurdistan, Kurdistan, Iran .
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6264-5065

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access
publication under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
BY NC

(CC BY- NC) license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

153

Date received: 03/07/2025
Date Review: 22/11/2025
Date accepted: 25/12/2025
Date published: 22/06/2026

* Corresponding Author's E-mail:
mehrdad.mohsen@gmail.com


https://journals.modares.ac.ir/index.php?sid=11&slc_lang=en
mailto:mehrdad.mohsen@gmail.com

Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN :2423-7000

Vol. 14, No.68
Summer 2026
Research Article

h &

AT

and the shift in worldview, a process of "semantic metamorphosis"
began. In this process, to delegitimize the former power of women, the
new dominant discourse transformed the concept of magic from a
positive phenomenon into a negative, diabolical, and aberrant one. A
comparative analysis of three different versions of the Kurdish story
"Mam and Zin" (Tuhfat al-Muzaffariyya, the Lescot version, and
Ahmad Khani's masnavi) provides a concrete example of this
distortion and rewriting of women's roles in cultural texts. The
conclusion is that the "woman-witch" notion is not an inherent reality
but a historical-discursive construct formed in the context of
conflicting worldviews.

Keywords: Magictwitches¢female supremacy:male supremacy:
Zagros.mam and zin.

Theoretical Background
The research literature on magic can be divided into several main
currents:

Grand Theorizing: Works such as Frazer's The Golden Bough,
Mauss's A General Theory of Magic, and Malinowski's Magic,
Science and Religion have primarily focused on defining and
classifying magic, neglecting the analysis of gender as a central
variable.

Case Studies and Statistical Analyses: Numerous articles (over 60
in Persian), focusing on texts like the Shahnameh and One Thousand
and One Nights, have merely extracted the statistical percentage of
male and female witches, failing to analyze the "reason" behind this
gender distribution.

Reductionist Deconstruction: Some research, using analytical
psychology (Jung) or modern sociology, has reduced female
witchcraft to concepts like "anima projection™ or a "reaction to
deprivation,” which lack the necessary historical foundation.
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Historical-Anthropological Studies: Although this category of
works (such as those by Otouni and Jabbari) has hinted at the
relationship between magic and creativity, due to the lack of a
coherent theoretical framework in historical discourse analysis, they
have been wunable to explain the process of the "semantic
metamorphosis™ of magic from positive to negative and its connection
to gender.

The main research gap is the absence of a historical and discourse-
oriented analysis that traces the evolution of the woman-witch notion
from its ancient roots to its establishment in patriarchal discourse.
This study seeks to fill this gap.

Research Objectives and Questions

The main objective is to investigate the reason and manner of the

formation of the notion linking witchcraft to women and to explain the

semantic evolution of this phenomenon. The main questions are:

1.What is witchcraft, and how has its semantic evolution from positive
to negative occurred?

2.Based on historical and anthropological data, is witchcraft an
inherently feminine or masculine phenomenon?

3.In different cultural discourses, what other concepts (art, religion,
science) has the concept of magic been contrasted with?

Research Method:

This research adopts an analytical-historical approach using the library
method. Data were collected from anthropological, mythological, and
historical-literary sources and analyzed using discourse analysis
techniques and the theory of "metamorphosis." For instance, a
comparative analysis of three versions of the story "Mam and Zin"
serves as a case study.
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Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical framework is based on several principles:

The Theory of Transition from Matriarchy to Patriarchy: Citing
scholars like Evelyn Reed, Morgan, and Engels, the ancient era is
characterized by women's centrality in providing food (the discovery
of agriculture) and reproduction (the ignorance of the male role in
procreation), leading to the formation of a matriarchal worldview.

Critical Discourse Analysis (van Dijk): Utilizing van Dijk's
"ideological square™ and its expansion, the process by which the
patriarchal discourse delegitimized the values of the previous era is
explained. The dominant discourse redefines concepts by highlighting
the negative aspects of "them™ (women/magic) and ignoring their
positive aspects.

The Theory of Metamorphosis: The transformation of the form and
essence of deities and mythological concepts throughout history (such
as the degradation of gods into demons or jinn), as discussed by W.
Robertson Smith and others, provides a framework for understanding
the semantic change of magic from positive to negative.

Findings and Discussion
The research findings are categorized into three main axes:

A) Historical Factors and Social Actions: In ancient times, magic
was intertwined with women's vital actions (agriculture, herbal
medicine, cooking), placing them in the position of "creative witches."
The fear of iron among magical beings symbolizes the transition to an
era where metal tools (made by men) replaced women's knowledge.

B) Physical and Natural Characteristics: The ability to reproduce
and the phenomenon of menstruation were astonishing and magical
for ancient humans. The sanctity or fear arising from this phenomenon
and its connection to magical elements (the moon, the snake) laid the
groundwork for attributing magic to women.
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C) Social and Cultural Factors (Semantic Metamorphosis): The
most important finding is the occurrence of "semantic metamorphosis™
during the transition to patriarchy. To consolidate its power, the new
discourse transformed magic, a symbol of women's power, into a
negative concept. The analysis of the three versions of "Mam and Zin"
clearly illustrates this process: in the older version (Tuhfat al-
Muzaffariyya), the disruptive characters (Bakr and his daughter) hold
a divine status, but in the later versions (Lescot and Khani), these
characters are reduced to negative witches or marginal roles. This
narrative distortion symbolizes the erasure and negative redefinition of
women's roles in patriarchal culture.

Conclusion

The "woman-witch™ notion is a historical-discursive construct, not an
inherent reality. This notion is rooted in the vital and positive roles of
women in the matriarchal era. During the patriarchal era, through a
systematic process, it underwent semantic metamorphosis and was
attributed to women as a negative trait. The comparative analysis of
the "Mam and Zin" narratives exemplifies this discursive distortion.
By moving beyond mere statistical analyses, this research takes a step
towards a historical understanding of this phenomenon.
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