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Introduction

Women have always been healers. They were the unlicensed
doctors and anatomists of western history. They were abortionists,
nurses and counsellors. They were pharmacists, cultivating healing
herbs and exchanging the secrets of their uses. They were mid-
wives, travelling from home to home and village to village. For
centuries women were doctors without degrees, barred from
books and lectures, learning from each other, and passing on
experience from neighbor to neighbor and mother to daughter.
They were called “wise women’ by the people, witches or
charlatans by the authorities. Medicine is part of our heritage as
women, our history, our birthright.

Today, however, health care is the property of male
professionals. Ninety-three percent of the doctors in the US are
men; and almost all the top directors and administrators of health
institutions. Women are still in the overall majority — 70 percent of
health workers are women—but we have been incorporated as
workers into an industry where the bosses are men. We are no
longer independent practitioners, known by our own names, for
our own work. We are, for the most part, institutional fixtures,
filling faceless job slots: clerk, dietary aide, technician, maid.

When we are allowed to participate in the healing process, we
can do so only nurses. And nurses of every rank from aide up are
just “'ancillary workers” in relation to the doctors (from the Latin
ancilla, maid servant). From the nurses’ aide, whose menial tasks
are spelled out with industrial precision, to the "professional”
nurse, who translates the doctors’ orders into the aide’s tasks,
nurses share the status of a uniformed maid service to the
dominant male professionals.

Our subservience is reinforced by our ignorance, and our
ignorance is enforced. Nurses are taught not to question, not to
challenge. ““The doctor knows best.” He is the shaman, in touch
with the forbidden, mystically complex world of Science which we
have been taught is beyond our grasp. Women health workers are
alienated from the scientific substance of their work, restricted to
the "womanly' business of nurturing and housekeeping—a
passive, silent majority.

We are told that our subservience is biologically ordained:
women are inherently nurse-like and not doctor-like. Sometimes




we even try to console ourselves with the theory that we were
defeated by anatomy before we were defeated by men, that
women have been so trapped by the cycles of menstruation and
reproduction that they have never been free and creative agents
outside their homes. Another myth, fostered by conventional
medical histories, is that male professionals won out on the
strength of their superior technology. According to these ac-
counts, (male) science more or less automatically replaced (female)
superstition —which from then on was called "old wives’ tales.”

But history belies these theories. Women have been
autonomous healers, often the only healers for women and the
poor. And we found, in the periods we have studied, that, if
anything, it was the male professionals who clung to untested
doctrines and ritualistic practices—and it was the women healers
who represented a more humane, empirical approach to healing.

Our position in the health system today is not “natural.” It is a
condition which has to be explained. In this pamphlet we have
asked: How did we arrive at our present position of subservience
from our former position of leadership?

We learned this much: That the suppression of women health
workers and the rise to dominance of male professionals was not a
“natural’’ process, resulting automatically from changes in medical
science, nor was it the result of women's failure to take on healing
work. It was an active fakeover by male professionals. And it was
not science that enabled men to win out: The critical battles took
place long before the development of modern scientific
technology.

The stakes of the struggle were high: Political and economic
monopolization of medicine meant control over its institutional
organizations, its theory and practice, its profits and prestige. And
the stakes are even higher today, when total control of medicine
means potential power to determine who will live and will die, who
is fertile and who is sterile, who is “mad’’ and who sane.

The suppression of female healers by the medical establishment
was a political struggle, first, in that it is part of the history of sex
struggle in general. The status of women healers has risen and
fallen with the status of women When women healers were at-
tacked, they were attacked as Women; when they fought back,
they fought back in solidaritywith all women.

It was a political struggle, second, in that it was part of a class
struggle. Women healers were people's doctors, and their
medicine was part of a people’s subculture. To this very day

women's medical practice has thrived in the midst of rebellious
lower class movements which have struggled to be free from the
established authorities. Male professionals, on the other hand,
served the ruling class—both medically and politically. Their in-
terests have been advanced by the universities, the philanthropic
foundations and the law. They owe their victory — not so much to
their own efforts —but to the intervention of the ruling class they
served.

This pamphlet represents a beginning of the research which will
have to be done to recapture our history as health workers. It is a
fragmentary account, assembled from sources which were usually
sketchy and often biased, by women who are in no sense
"professional” historians. We confined ourselves to western
history, since the institutions we confront today are the products of
western civilization. We are far from being able to present a
complete chronological history. Instead, we looked at two
separate, important phases in the male takeover of health care: the
suppression of witches in medieval Europe, and the rise of the male
medical profession in 19th century America.

To know our history is to begin to see how to take up the
struggle again,




Witcheraft and Medicine in the Middle Ages

Witches lived and were burned long before the development of
modern medical technology. The great majority of ?hem were }ay
healers serving the peasant population, and their suppfasslon
marks one of the opening struggles in the history of man’'s sup-

[ f women as healers.
pr?l?.:éngtl’?er side of the suppression of witches as healers was 1I:he
creation of a new male medical profession, under the prntemllcm
and patronage of the ruling classes. This new European medl::EI
profession played an important role in the wm:h—h_unts, supporting
the witches’ persecutors with “medical” reasoning:

Because the Medieval Church, with the support of;ingsétgzmt:::
and iti lled medical education and practice,
and secular authorities, controlle e e

isiti itch- tes, among other things, a T

uisition hwitch-hunts] constitutes, : _
::?tance of the “professional” repud1atmg_‘th:a gkills and mterfa:u}'-r?;:;;’r;
the rights of the *nonprofessional’ to minister 10 the poor.

Szasz, The Manufacture of AMadness )

The witch-hunts left a lasting effect: An aspect of the female has
ever since been associated with the witch, and an aura of con-
tamination has remained —especially around the m1d:.~|fe and other
women healers. This early and devastating exclusion of women
from independent healing roles was a v'u:-le_nt precedent and Ja
warning: It was to become a theme of our hnstc-r_'«,r, The women sl
health movement of today has ancient roots in the medieva

covens, and its opponents have as their ancestors those who
ruthlessly forced the elimination of witches.

peasants

Witch healing
{Brueghel)

The Witch Craze

The age of witch-hunting spanned more than four centuries
{(from the 14th to the 17th century) in its sweep from Germany to
England. It was born in feudalism and lasted—gaining in
virulence—well into the “age of reason.” The witch-craze took
different forms at different times and places, but never lost its
essential character: that of a ruling class campaign of terror
directed against the female peasant population. Witches
represented a political, religious and sexual threat to the Protestant
and Catholic churches alike, as well as to the state.

The extent of the witch-craze is startling: In the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries there were thousands upon thousands of
exacutions — usually live burnings at the stake—in Germany, Italy
and other countries. In the mid-sixteenth century the terror spread
to France, and finally to England. One writer has estimated the
number of executions at an average of 600 a year for certain
German cities—or two a day, “leaving out Sundays”. Nine-
hundred witches were destroyed in a single year in the Wertzberg
area, and 1000 in and around Como. At Toulouse, four-hundred
were put to death in a day. In the Bishopric of Trier, in 1585, two
villages were left with only one female inhabitant each. Many
writers have estimated the total number killed to have been in the







