
In 1692, the small Puritan village of Salem, Massachusetts, became the center of one of the most
famous and frightening moments in US history: the Salem Witch Trials. Fear, religious tension, and
local conflicts all played a role in setting the stage for what would become a tragic case of mass
hysteria. When a group of young girls in Salem began behaving strangely and claimed they were
being tormented by witches, their accusations quickly spiraled out of control. Puritan society at the
time was deeply religious and believed that the Devil could influence people to commit evil.
Because of this strong belief in the supernatural and fear of the unknown, the community was
quick to accept the idea that witches were among them. The trials led to more than 200 people
being accused of witchcraft. Nineteen were hanged, one man was pressed to death, and many
others were jailed. The Salem Witch Trials were influenced by more than just religion. Disputes over
property, social status, and personal grudges also contributed to the accusations. In such a tense
and fearful environment, even the slightest suspicion could lead to a person being arrested and
tried as a witch. Looking back, the Salem Witch Trials remind us of the dangers of fear, false
accusations, and the failure to protect individual rights. They also show how easily a community
can be swept up in panic and turn against its own people. The trials remain an important topic in
US history, helping us understand the need for fairness, justice, and critical thinking in times of
crisis.

Hysteria on Trial: 
Investigating the Salem Witch Trials

Historical Context

Interrogating Sources
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Connection to Habit
The Salem Witch Trials offer a strong opportunity to practice the Interrogating Sources habit. Many
of the accusations during the trials were based on spectral evidence, rumors, or personal bias
rather than facts. By analyzing court records, personal letters, and sermons from the time,
students can learn to ask key questions like: Who created this source? Why was it made? What
point of view does it reflect? This helps uncover how fear, religion, and power shaped the evidence
used in court and why it’s important to question the reliability and motivation behind historical
sources.
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Discussion Questions
How did the Puritan belief system shape the legal standards and evidence used during the Salem
Witch Trials?
Should spiritual claims ever be treated as legitimate evidence in legal proceedings?
In what ways did gender and societal roles contribute to the disproportionate targeting of women
during the Salem Witch Trials?
How do cultural texts like Malleus Maleficarum reveal underlying misogyny in legal and religious
interpretations?
How can interrogating the sources from the Salem Witch Trials (court transcripts, sermons,
petitions) help us uncover biases, power dynamics, and unspoken motivations behind the
accusations?
To what extent did social and economic tensions (such as land disputes or family rivalries) fuel the
hysteria in Salem?
In what ways are the Salem Witch Trials a cautionary tale about the dangers of unchecked
authority, fear, and mob mentality?

Suggested Activity 

Materials Needed: 
Lithograph Image: Representation of the Salem Witch Trials (1892)
Computer to access The Salem Witchcraft Papers
Notebook Paper 
Pencil/Pen
Chart Paper 

Step 1: Silent Image Analysis Warm-up [5 mins]

Students view the image quietly. Ask them to note:
Where does your eye go first and why?

Step 2: Peer Exploration [10 mins]

In pairs have students discuss: 
What details suggest a court atmosphere driven by fear rather than justice?
How does the image show power imbalances?
What elements hint that women were more likely to be accused?

Step 3: Court Record Analysis [15-20 mins]
In small groups, students select two court records from The Salem Witchcraft Papers to analyze. In
groups, students discuss the two sources and have them jot write down:

What kind of evidence was used? How reliable is it?
Who made the accusation? What might have motivated them?
How does the document reflect fears of witchcraft, social tensions, or misogyny?
Identify any legal language or procedures noted. What seems fair or unfair?

Step 4: Source Comparison [10-15 mins]

Each group will develop a Venn diagram or T-chart on a large sheet of chart paper:
Similarities: i.e. use of supernatural testimony or language of torture
Differences: i.e. one case being accused by male plaintiffs vs. another case led by a young accuser

Step 5: Whole Class Debrief [15-20 mins]

Each group will share their findings by presenting using the Venn diagram or T-chart and answering
these questions based on their sources:

Which document felt more threatening or biased? Why?
How did gender and social status influence the trial outcomes?
What does this reveal about legal justice and hysteria in Salem?

Exit Ticket: What surprised you most about how evidence was used? How does this affect your
understanding of justice then and now?
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Primary Source

Lithograph Image: Representation of the Salem Witch Trials (1892) 

Source: "The witch no. 1", J. E. Baker, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs
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