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The Salem Witch Trials
The Salem witch trials were part of the extended witch hunt that began in Europe in the 13th century and ended in the late 18th century. The trials occurred in a small, poor community known as Salem Village. The village had a distinct social divide of rich and poor families, with the leading families being the wealthy porters with a link to the wealthy merchants in Salem town and the Putnams who represented the less prosperous farming families. The witch hunts were efforts to identify individuals who were practicing witchcraft rather than the pursuit of already known witches. They were considered to be followers of the devil who had sold their souls to him for his assistance. Most of the witch trials were based on rumors and suspicions that often escalated to conviction and execution. The trials emerged from a combination of family conflicts, church politics, and frenzied children, all of which were harnessed by a vacuum in political governance. Not everybody could be accused of being a witch with those who were accused having distinct characteristics. The characteristics that stood out for individuals who were accused included being poor, being mentally ill, being a woman, or even failing to conform to the Puritan norms.
Being poor predisposed an individual to the accusations of being a witch. Most of the people who were accused of witchcraft in Salem were poor. Tituba, a slave, was the first person to be accused of being a witch. Parris’ daughters, Abigail and Betty, were demonstrating strange behavior of hallucinations, fits, choking, vomiting, and sensation of things crawling on their skins. Parris pressured them to reveal the person who was tormenting them, and they pointed out Tituba and two other lowly-placed individuals (Salem Village Record Book). These other individuals were Sarah good, a beggar, and Sarah Osborn, an older woman who never went to bed for being despised after engaging in a romantic relationship with an indentured servant (Roach). Tituba was beaten to the confession of being a witch by Parris, and she indicated Sarah Osborn and Sarah Good as other witches in the hope that she will be saved from execution (Rosenthal and Gretchen.) These were poor people who barely had anything to eat and relied on their neighbors for survival. They relied on borrowing, and it is shocking that they would get angry with people who refused to help them and walk away murmuring in what was interpreted as curses. It was bad timing for the poor people in Salem as most of them risked being accused falsely.
Most of the people accused of being witches were women. Among the people convicted and executed, 70 percent were women. This aligned with Puritan beliefs and the dominant culture in New England about women being inherently sinful and more prone to satanic invasion than men. The Puritan women spent much of their daily lives attempting to block the devil from hijacking their souls (Bloch, 1325). While they believed men and women were equal before God, they thought this was different before the devil and women were more susceptible. In their weak and vulnerable states at that time, historian Elizabeth Reis indicates some of the women victims believed they had given themselves to the devil (Karlsen). However, since some of those who confessed were forgiven and accepted back in the society, some of the accused women could have falsely confessed to stop the trial torment. Women who failed to convert to the Puritan religion norms were more likely to be accused, especially those who lived alone and did not have children.
People who were mentally ill in the Salem society were perceived to have been possessed by the devil. Such people thought that they could use magic or thought they had met the devil. Betty Parris is one such person. Her mental illness was identified by making weird sounds, screaming, contorting her body, and complaining of pinching and biting sensations. Another example is Gilles de Rais, a deranged man in the Salem society who engaged in black arts. As he engaged in killings, he became mentally ill and explained that his actions were a result of being invaded by an evil force. The lust for blood had become a disease, and he blamed the devil for it (Hale). At that time, there was lacking an accurate diagnosis for mental illnesses and thus led to him being accused of witchcraft.  Being sick in the head was a significant risk factor of being deemed a witch.
There lacked no accurate evidence for people who were accused of being witches in Salem village. The trials were anchored on rumors and suspicions. The people who were on the receiving end were the poor who could not have had any influence among the people and lived solitary lives. Women were also at risk of being accused because they were weak and more prone to manipulation by the devil because of the fallacy. Besides, mentally ill individuals were perceived to have had pacts with the devil and thus were convicted of witchcraft.
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