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Introduction
The Salem witch trials of 1692–1693 were a legal and social crisis in colonial Massachusetts in which
accusations of witchcraft were transformed into imprisonment, coerced testimony, and execution.
More than two hundred people were accused; nineteen were hanged, Giles Corey was pressed to
death after refusing to enter a plea, and others died in jail. The crisis developed through religious
belief, local disputes, frontier insecurity, political instability, and legal procedures that permitted
unverifiable supernatural claims to influence criminal judgment. Women formed the majority of the
accused and executed, although men were also targeted. Gender therefore belongs near the center of
analysis without becoming the only explanation. A feminist criminological perspective is useful
because it asks how law, punishment, credibility, and social deviance are shaped by gendered
expectations and unequal power. Salem demonstrates what can happen when fear and reputation
replace reliable evidence and when institutions interpret departures from expected femininity as signs
of moral danger. The trials are best understood as a warning about patriarchal authority, moral panic,
coercive procedure, and the fragility of due process under conditions of collective fear (Karlsen, 1998;
Norton, 2002).

Community Conflict and the Expansion of
Accusation
Salem Village was divided by disputes over church leadership, property, taxation, and its relationship
with Salem Town. The broader region also faced warfare, displacement, disease, and political change.
Puritan theology accepted the possibility of witchcraft, but religious belief alone cannot explain why
accusations expanded so rapidly in 1692. Early allegations were directed at Tituba, Sarah Good, and
Sarah Osborne after Betty Parris and Abigail Williams began experiencing unusual fits and behavior.
Each woman occupied a vulnerable social position. Tituba was an enslaved woman in the Parris
household; Sarah Good was poor and socially marginalized; Sarah Osborne had experienced conflict
involving property and family relationships. Tituba initially denied witchcraft but later confessed
during intense questioning and described a wider satanic conspiracy. That confession altered the
dynamic because authorities now had a narrative in which additional witches were presumed to exist.
Confession could postpone punishment and invite further accusations, while continued denial could
leave a defendant facing execution. The legal process therefore created incentives that helped fear
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reproduce itself across the community (Breslaw, 1996; Norton, 2002).

Gender, Reputation, and Social Deviance
Colonial ideas about witchcraft were strongly gendered. Women were often portrayed in European
and Puritan traditions as especially vulnerable to moral weakness, disorder, or satanic influence, while
ideal femininity emphasized obedience, piety, sexual restraint, household discipline, and dependence
within patriarchal family structures. Women who were poor, outspoken, widowed, quarrelsome,
independent, or involved in property disputes could therefore be interpreted through a suspicious
moral framework. Karlsen (1998) shows that inheritance and family authority were particularly
important in understanding the social position of some accused women. Feminist criminology later
used the idea of “double deviance” to describe how women may be judged both for an alleged
offense and for violating expectations of appropriate femininity. Salem illustrates how reputation can
become pseudo-evidence. Bridget Bishop’s case included stories about past behavior and character
that were treated as supporting accusations of witchcraft. Once a person was labeled deviant,
ordinary conflict, coincidence, or nonconformity could be reinterpreted as proof. Fair legal systems
must therefore distinguish evidence of a charged act from moral disapproval of a defendant’s social
identity or behavior.

Spectral Evidence and Institutional Failure
Spectral evidence allowed accusers to testify that the spirit or apparition of another person had
attacked them even when the accused was physically elsewhere. Such claims could not be
independently tested, and some contemporaries questioned whether Satan might assume the form of
an innocent person. The Court of Oyer and Terminer nevertheless admitted spectral testimony
alongside bodily searches, neighborhood stories, confession, touch tests, and other weak forms of
evidence. Defendants lacked many protections associated with modern criminal procedure, and
questioning often operated within a framework that already assumed a hidden conspiracy. Giles
Corey’s death under peine forte et dure after refusing to plead shows how procedure itself could
become coercive punishment before guilt was established. These practices matter beyond the
theology of witchcraft. A legal system becomes dangerous when accusations are structured so that
they cannot be disproved and when denial is treated as further evidence of guilt. Salem therefore
demonstrates why criminal justice requires testable evidence, meaningful opportunity to challenge
witnesses, impartial adjudication, protection against coerced confession, and judges willing to resist
public certainty when evidentiary standards have not been met.

Moral Panic, Class, Race, and Unequal Vulnerability
The concept of moral panic helps explain how Salem’s crisis intensified. Accused witches became
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symbolic threats blamed for illness, conflict, and misfortune, while each new allegation appeared to
confirm the existence of a larger hidden network. The response generated more evidence of the
danger authorities believed they were discovering, a process similar to deviancy amplification (Cohen,
2011). Yet gender interacted with other forms of inequality. Poverty, enslavement, race, age, family
status, religious reputation, and access to influential supporters shaped vulnerability differently.
Tituba’s experience cannot be understood in the same way as that of a white property-holding
woman, and men such as George Burroughs, John Proctor, and Giles Corey were also accused. The
presence of male defendants does not erase the gendered construction of witchcraft; it shows that a
social panic can expand beyond the group most strongly associated with the feared category.
Feminist analysis is strongest when it treats gender as one dimension of power operating together
with class, race, legal status, property, and community reputation rather than claiming that one
variable explains every accusation.

Collapse, Regret, and Historical Meaning
The trials weakened as accusations reached respected members of the community and criticism of
spectral evidence grew. Increase Mather famously argued that it was better for guilty people to
escape than for innocent people to be condemned on uncertain evidence. Governor William Phips
dissolved the Court of Oyer and Terminer, and the succeeding court treated spectral evidence
differently. Executions ended, and later jurors, judges, and accusers expressed regret. Massachusetts
eventually issued legal reversals and compensation measures for some families, although these acts
could not undo death, imprisonment, illness, property loss, or trauma. Salem has since become a
cultural symbol invoked in debates about moral panic, political accusation, and miscarriages of
justice. Such comparisons are useful only when made carefully. Modern feminism, for example, should
not be equated with Puritan persecution. Feminist criminology generally criticizes gender
stereotyping, unequal power, and legal systems that judge women through moral expectations rather
than evidence. Salem’s continuing relevance lies in showing how institutions can convert socially
available stereotypes into legal harm when fear outruns evidentiary discipline (Reis, 1997).

Conclusion
The Salem witch trials emerged from a combination of religious fear, local conflict, political instability,
gendered suspicion, social marginality, and defective legal procedure. Women were
disproportionately accused because cultural ideas made female deviance especially imaginable as
witchcraft, while class, race, enslavement, property, age, and reputation shaped who became
vulnerable. Men were also accused and killed, demonstrating that no single social explanation is
sufficient. Feminist criminology helps illuminate the role of patriarchal expectations and the tendency
to judge women both for alleged offenses and for departures from prescribed femininity. The
strongest historical lesson, however, concerns institutions. Spectral evidence could not be tested,
confession was shaped by coercive incentives, reputation substituted for proof, and courts amplified
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rather than restrained public fear. Once officials changed evidentiary standards and skepticism
increased, the crisis collapsed. Salem therefore remains significant because legal systems can still fail
when stereotypes, panic, and public certainty overpower due process. Justice requires evidence that
can be challenged, procedures that protect defendants, and institutions willing to resist fear precisely
when fear is most politically powerful.
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